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The East River

A lip of ice protruded from the bank just in front of his face. It was no more than three feet away and he could see it with absolute clarity in the light that was coming from behind him. He contemplated the ice through the mist of his breath, noticing the lines that ran around its edge like tree rings. He understood they were formed when the tide lapped its underside, adding a little to the surface, then receded, leaving it hanging over the mud. He was groggy, but his powers of reason were working. That was good.

Harland moved his head a little and listened. There was a ringing inside his ears but he could hear the slap of the water and the agitated clicking of dead reeds somewhere off to his left. Beyond these there was a commotion – sirens and the noise of a helicopter.

The light didn’t allow him to see how he was trapped, but he felt something heavy pinning him down from behind and he knew that his legs were bent backwards because the muscles in his groin and on the tops of his thighs were burning with pain. The rest of him was numb. He reckoned he must have been there for some time.

He pulled at his arms which had been plunged vertically into the mud. The movement caused his face to fall forward nearer the mud and his nostrils to fill with the smell of the sea. The tide! He could see that the water had risen a little in the time since he had become conscious. The tide would come in and cover his face. He had to get free – shift the weight that was holding him down. But he felt weak and dazed and there was nothing for him to push against to hold his face away from the mud. He groped behind him and felt the seat. Jesus, he was still strapped into his seat! He ran his right hand up and down searching for the seat belt and found it stretched tight across the top of his chest. That explained the pain in the area of his heart. Eventually he located the buckle, flipped its tongue with his thumb and sagged forward into the mud.

It was going to be okay. He’d be able to shift the seat, or wriggle from underneath it. A little more purchase was all that was needed. But that wasn’t going to be easy. Exerting the slightest pressure made him sink closer to the water. He knew that the mud had absorbed the force of his impact and had saved his life, but now he cursed it.

He began to prod and grope beneath the mud. After several minutes he touched something solid, an old plank of wood. It was slippery, but it did not move when he gripped it with both hands and then pushed upwards with all his strength, bringing his legs awkwardly into play. Nothing happened. He slumped down again and inhaled the odour of decay. He had to concentrate on controlling his breath which was coming in shallow puffs.

As he waited, the breeze peppered his face with grains of ice and he realised for the first time how cold it was. He breathed deeply, right into his stomach, and tightened his grip beneath the mud. He was going to do it. He was going to lift the damned seat because he hadn’t survived the crash to be drowned in six inches of the East River.

He pushed again and this time felt the right side of the seat lift slightly. He threw his bottom up and with a desperate writhing motion managed to free first one leg, then the other, and roll over into the sea water. The cold made him gasp. He lunged upwards, knocking the lip of ice, which broke off with a chink, dug his fingers into the bank and pulled himself to a kneeling position. The mud sucked at his shins. He saw the seat now and a tangle of metal and torn plastic attached to the back of it. He looked up and across to Manhattan, ranged along the skyline like a miniature tiara. He realised that he was seeing it through a gauze of tiny ice particles floating on the breeze. But there was something else – the insides of his eyelids seemed to be imprinted with a golden light that flared every time he blinked. And there was a new sensation in his head, halfway between pain and sound.

Shielding his face from the wind, Harland turned and peered towards La Guardia. It was difficult to make out exactly what was happening against the background of the airport’s lights. There appeared to be two fires that were being fed by plumes of foam from the emergency vehicles. The nearest was a few hundred yards away. The lights shot across a long horizontal shadow, which Harland took to be some form of dyke, to play across the mudflats and skim the sea. He wondered how the wreckage of the UN plane had ended up so far from him. Maybe it had kept travelling after breaking up; or perhaps there’d been a collision which would explain why he could see two fires. But that didn’t match his memory of the moments as they approached the runway. He had felt no impact, just the shocking lurch to the right that came as he turned from trying to see the lights of Riker’s Island to Alan Griswald’s face. That was all he knew before a terrible force took hold of him and obliterated everything in his mind.

He climbed on to the bank, shook the worst of the mud from his legs and rubbed his calves and thighs to get the circulation back. The bank which he had taken for part of the shoreline turned out to be a tiny island of a few square feet. Despite the frost, the ground crumbled easily and when he moved, clods of soil and dead vegetation slipped into the water. He peered down into the darkness to see how far he would have to wade to get to the shore, his mind fumbling to make sense of his situation. He had to think about the depth of the water and the possibility of sinking into the mud and getting stuck. And he had to remember the tide because he wasn’t in any state to swim, not even a short distance in the currents which he knew hurtled through the East River. There was also the ferocious cold. It was already way below freezing and the wind-chill was getting to him, sapping energy from his legs. He might die of exposure before they found him.

Where was the helicopter he’d heard? Why the hell weren’t they looking? They must’ve worked out that the plane had broken up and there would be casualties out here in the tide. But the runway was raised quite a height above the mudflats and he knew that would mean they wouldn’t spot anything by chance. They would have to be looking – they would have to know people were out here.

He looked out over the water to see if any rescue boats had been launched. No lights, no sound – nothing. He searched the dark around him and then as his eyes moved across the sea towards the Bronx he caught sight of something about forty feet away. It was a piece of wreckage – another aircraft seat, he was sure. A little closer to him was an oblong object bobbing in the water – perhaps a door. A cry rose up in him and he bellowed, ‘Over here, help! Over here.’

He told himself not to be so damned stupid. No one could hear him above the wind. He cautioned himself to keep a tighter control of his fear. He must conserve his energy.

But then it struck him that someone might be out there and that they could be trapped. He looked again and thought he saw a foot projecting from the end of the seat. Without thinking more about it, he lowered himself into the water and gingerly tested the depth. The mud shelved away to the right but ahead of him it appeared to be level and, although his feet sank into the mud with each step, it was just possible to wade.

He moved slowly out into the open where the breeze was skimming foam from the tops of the waves. The headlights of a truck had manoeuvred in the distance and sent a beam across the water to pick out part of the seat. He was about halfway there and he could see that the seat was tipped backwards and was propped against a stack of tufted soil. Around him was a lot of other wreckage, knocking about in the waves. He grabbed a long plastic panel and felt the rest of the way. When he reached the seat he called out once then took a step sideways to see better and prodded it with the panel. The seat fell sideways and a body slumped into a patch of light.

He knew he was looking at Alan Griswald, although most of his face had gone and part of the neck and shoulder had been torn away. He must have been killed instantly. Poor bastard: one moment draining a tumbler of scotch, the next he was out here, mangled and ruptured and dead.

Harland felt dreadfully cold. A shudder welled up in his back and ran through his entire body. He had been stupid to get so wet because it reduced his options. Before he might have waited but now he was so cold he had no choice but to wade back past the little island and strike out towards the lights of the emergency vehicles and to what he hoped was the shore. At the same time he realised that his strength was going and – more alarming – he could feel the increased drag of the tide plucking at his legs.

He turned to go, then stopped and listened intently to a new noise. He cupped his hand to his ear. It was a muffled sound – muffled but insistent – and it was coming from Griswald’s body. Suddenly he understood: it was a cellphone. Griswald had kept his phone switched on and now it was ringing. He waded through the water, ran his hands over the body and felt the phone inside his breast pocket. He thrust his hand inside Griswald’s jacket, steeling himself against the blood and pulp of his chest, and pulled out the phone and something else – a wallet. He was about to throw it away when something told him it would be needed for identification. He slipped it into his hip pocket.

The phone was still ringing. He stabbed at the keypad and brought it to his cheek.

‘Hello.’

‘Al?’ came a woman’s voice. She was a long way off and the wind was making it difficult to hear, but he thought he recognised the voice.

‘Look,’ stumbled Harland.

‘Who is this?’ demanded the woman.

Harland grimaced to himself. ‘Look, Alan can’t take your call.’

‘Who is this speaking? Where’s Alan?’ The panic in her voice was rising. ‘Why have you got my husband’s phone?’

Harland saw nothing for it but to hang up. Sally Griswald would learn soon enough. He held the phone in front of him and dialled his own direct line at the UN building.

‘Marika?’

‘This is she.’ The voice was brisk – troubled.

‘Marika, I need you to listen very carefully.’

‘Oh, my God! Mr Harland? You don’t know what’s happened. It’s terrible. The plane’s crashed at La Guardia. The flight from Washington. All those people. We just got the news a few minutes ago.’

‘I was on the flight.’

‘What are you saying? I can’t hear you.’

‘I was on the flight. I’m okay. But I need you to tell them where I am.’

‘I don’t understand. It’s not on your schedule—’

‘Listen, for God’s sake, Marika.’ He was shouting and he knew he was terrifying the life out of her. ‘I was on the flight. And now I’m stranded in the East River. You’ve got to tell them where to find me.’

‘Oh, my God . . .’

‘Tell them I’m in a direct line between the northeast runway and Riker’s Island. The tide’s coming in fast and I need them to get here quickly. Marika, now don’t hang up! Keep the line open . . . Marika?’

Another voice came on the line. ‘Bobby, it’s Nils Langstrom.’

‘Thank God,’ said Harland. Langstrom had a cool head. ‘I was on the flight that crashed. I’m stranded in the East River. I guess I’m about one hundred and fifty, maybe two hundred yards from the runway on a line with Riker’s Island. I’m in the water and I’m going to try and get myself back on dry land. They’ll see some wreckage from the plane. I’ll wait there. But tell them they’ve got to move quickly. There may be other people out here.’

‘Got it. I’ll make sure they understand where you are.’

‘I’ve got to hang up now and get to the island.’

‘Don’t take any risks . . .’

Harland pressed the ‘off’ key and clamped the phone between his teeth. He ignored the taste of blood on the phone and looked up to get his bearings. It wasn’t easy. Wading out to where Griswald lay had been fine because the light from behind him had shown him the way. Going back was a different matter. Beneath the distant beam from the truck everything was pitch black. He picked up the plastic panel, which he had kept wedged between his legs, and set off, jabbing at the water ahead of him. All around him was the excited rippling of a tide in full flood.

Part of him remained aloof from the situation, a dispassionate observer, registering the difficulty he had pulling his legs out of the mud, noticing the shortness of his breath, the lifelessness in his arms, the fatigue clouding the front of his brain and tempting his eyes to close. The cold was beyond anything he’d experienced. It was robbing him of his will, making his thoughts sloppy and his movements clumsy.

This part of Harland, the remote, calculating part, recognised that he had only a very short time.

It was beginning to snow. Big snowflakes were streaming across his vision making a little vortex along the line of the headlight beam. He put his head down and worked his shoulders to take several quick strides. The water had reached halfway up his thighs when he put his left leg down, found nothing and toppled sideways into the current. His lungs contracted with shock, expelling the air with a succession of hollow shouts, the first of which caused him to let go of the phone in his mouth. Then, as he flailed in the water like a child learning to swim, he lost his grip on the panel. He knew his only chance now was to make it back to the point where he could stand, but the current was very strong and his power to resist it had gone. His lungs wouldn’t keep the air down and he was swallowing water. He tilted his head back and stretched out his arms, his brain grasping at half a memory of a training session he’d endured long ago in Poole Harbour. He was floating, allowing the current to take him and to twirl him around like a piece of flotsam. He was aware of looking up at the snow. The light seemed to be growing fainter and the snow was getting denser. His terror was being edged out by blankness and submission. One thought kept moving through him: this is it, I’m going to die; this is it, I’m going to die.

And then his foot hit something and the current spun him round so that his bottom grazed the mud. He had been washed up on another bank. He reached his hands out backwards and clawed awkwardly at the mud, trying to get his head above the water. He found some roots just below the surface. With the last reserve of energy he turned and brought himself to all fours and choked the water out. He stayed there heaving and gulping in the terrible cold for what seemed like several minutes. Then he looked up and squinted through the sea water that was still stinging his eyes. There was no sign of anyone. They weren’t looking for him.

He listened. A seabird called out in the dark and again he heard the rasp and click of reeds nearby. He had to think. He had to think, dammit. But his mind was moving so slowly. He’d crawl into the reeds where the mud would be firm because of the roots and he would drag himself to his feet and stand so that they would see him. That’s what he’d do. He would get up and wait there and not give in to the cold. Someone would come. He knew it. Marika and Langstrom must have made them understand where he was. He inched towards the clump of reeds where a mess of snow and sea foam had collected, grabbed on to a handful of stalks and hauled himself towards them. He rose to his feet and stood, swaying like a drunk.

A few moments later he heard the helicopter’s roar, turned and saw a light coming towards him. He raised both arms and held them high until it was hovering in front of him and throwing up a whirlwind of snow and dead reeds. Next he saw several bent figures emerge from a cloud of snow and foam and rush towards him. They carried lights and a stretcher. He felt himself stagger on his feet, topple backwards and then lurch forwards into their arms.
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The Missing

Sister Rafael was rather proud of her patient in Room 132. Since the British UN official had been brought in early on the previous evening, she had seen the TV film of him standing out in the East River with his arms raised like he was defying death. It was a miracle that he hadn’t been killed with the others. The TV news had said twenty people from the two aircraft had died, and now their bodies were lying in a temporary morgue at the airport, most of them burned beyond recognition. It made her shudder to think of so many people’s grief, especially now, before the holidays. She felt his wrist and touched his forehead with the back of her left hand. There was no sign of fever and his pulse was normal.

She peered at him in the sliver of morning light that was coming through the blinds. He was a big man and she guessed he was naturally strong. When he was brought in they’d needed three people to lift him to put on the Heibler vest so his temperature could be stabilised. His face interested her because it had none of the weak, fleshy appearance she associated with the British. The jaw was well defined, like his dark eyebrows which ran horizontally until they plunged down at the ends. His hair was a lighter brown and was cut short so you could see where it had receded on his forehead. She felt there was an openness in his features, except in the mouth, which even in medicated repose was clamped shut. Tension showed itself elsewhere – in the long furrows that ran from his cheekbone nearly down to his jaw, in the crow’s-feet at the corner of his eyes and the single cleft at the centre of his brow. His eye sockets were blackened by fatigue.

She wondered what expression his eyes held when they were open and what his voice sounded like and whether he was married. There was no wedding ring on his finger and when his sister called from London to speak with Doctor Isaacson, she had not mentioned a partner or any family. Of one thing she was sure. Mr Harland was important. Twice that morning a woman had called from the Secretary-General’s office to ask about his condition. She had instructions to pass on his concern and to let them know when the doctor said it would be okay to talk to him. Everyone wanted to talk to him – the TV and the accident investigators, and the Secretary-General was even threatening to come visit in the hospital. People understood that this man’s escape was extraordinary. That’s why the picture from the TV film was blown up in all the papers and why they were still playing it on the news bulletins. She could see him in her mind’s eye, standing there, feet slightly apart, his arms raised outwards in an almost religious attitude.

She moved to the window and parted the blind to look down into the dazzling snow light. Four or five news crews were still there, waiting in the sunshine to hear about her patient. Then she returned to the bedside and gave the face a last glance before leaving the room. He would sleep for a while yet.

*

Late on the third morning after the crash, Harland woke as a breakfast tray was brought to him. He felt alert but also curiously light-headed. In snatches of wakefulness during the past forty-eight hours, he had struggled to make sense of the events that had brought him to a hospital bed. Drowsily he watched a report on TV and got more or less all he needed – the casualty figures, the shocked reaction in the UN headquarters, the approximate circumstances of the crash and the mildly unnerving fact that he had been picked up by a helicopter that was carrying a TV crew who had filmed the rescue. It had taken a few seconds before he recognised the absurd, panicky figure, gesticulating like a maniac out on the shoreline. He had pressed the remote and had almost immediately fallen asleep.

Now he was hungry and set about the eggs and toasted bagel with relish, his mind returning to the crash. There was a lot he didn’t understand, chiefly how he and Griswald had been thrown out of the fuselage and landed so far from the line of the wreckage path. He thought of finding Alan Griswald’s body and hearing the telephone ringing in the dark and then speaking to Sally Griswald. He remembered her from years ago when the Griswalds were doing the rounds of East European embassies. He could see her now, a small, bubbling natural blonde from the Midwest who never took anything very seriously, least of all her husband’s work as the CIA Station Chief. She was a breath of fresh air in the otherwise self-consciously discreet gatherings of spies and embassy staff. The Griswalds had two small boys then. They were now at college. Griswald had talked about them on the plane. They were home for the Christmas holidays and he was going to take ten days with them.

The door opened and the woman who had introduced herself the day before as Sister Rafael came in, followed by the doctor, who looked him over quickly and pronounced himself satisfied with Harland’s recovery.

‘Anything we should know about your medical history?’ he asked. ‘You have had one or two operations – appendectomy and . . . er?’ He pointed below Harland’s midrift to his groin.

‘That was a long time ago.’

‘And it’s what I think it was?’

‘Yes, but I’ve been clear for a dozen years or more now.’

‘Diagnosed early then?’

‘Yes,’ he said with finality. He didn’t particularly want to discuss it in front of the nurse.

‘And these scars on your wrists and chest. Nothing that should concern me?’

‘No.’

‘What were they caused by?’

‘An accident,’ said Harland, with a discouraging look.

Isaacson nodded, a trace of doubt showing in his eyes. He told him how his body temperature had crashed below the eighty-eight-degree mark and that it had been touch and go for an hour after he was brought in. An incubator had been used to warm him on Tuesday evening. He had spent the first night on a supply of slightly heated, moist oxygen. Now all he needed to do was to concentrate on building his strength with rest and a high calorie intake. He warned that there were bound to be some after-effects. He would feel weak for some time and his muscles would continue to ache for a few days. There might also be problems of delayed shock. If he felt unusually depressed or listless in the coming weeks, he should seek trauma counselling. It was important that he should not try to deal with the experience by himself, but talk it out with a professional. Harland nodded obediently, although the idea was absurd to him. He had talked only once in his life – to an elderly woman in North London. He’d found it exceptionally hard to be precise about the effects of torture.

Isaacson noticed his expression. ‘How would you feel about speaking with the crash investigators? I mean, about the facts of the crash – what you remember about the airplane journey? They’re very anxious to speak with you.’

Harland agreed and after another cursory check, Isaacson left. Half an hour later, two men were shown in with great ceremony by the nurse. They introduced themselves as Murray Clark from the National Transportation Safety Board and Special Agent Frank Ollins of the FBI.

Harland slipped his legs from the bed and indicated to the nurse that he would like the robe hanging near the door.

‘Are you okay about this, Mr Harland?’ asked Murray Clark. ‘We can do it later.’

‘I’m fine,’ he said. ‘Wish I’d shaved and washed before you came.’ He nodded to the nurse who left, almost regretfully. He stood up and looked at them. Clark was short and a little overweight and looked as though he had been plucked straight out of a college laboratory. Agent Ollins was in his mid-thirties and was crisply dressed in a blue suit and white shirt. He had a steady gaze and seemed more purposeful than Clark. They both carried heavy anoraks and had mud on their shoes.

They sat down either side of the little table at the end of his bed.

‘Why are you involved?’ Harland asked Agent Ollins. ‘This isn’t a criminal investigation, surely.’

‘Too soon to say what this case is about,’ Ollins replied equably. ‘We’re hoping that you will be able to help with that. There were a lot of important people on board and we need to cover all the angles. Mr Clark here is going to find out what went wrong with your plane. We take over if we think some party or parties intentionally caused that malfunction to occur.’

‘Fortunate about the cellphone,’ said Clark brightly. ‘You might still be out there if you hadn’t found it. We hear you suffered quite badly from exposure – it’s good to see you doing so well already, sir.’

He turned on a small tape recorder and asked Harland to take them through the flight, remembering anything that might be of use to them.

He told them how he had finished his work in Rockville, Maryland, and had gone to Washington National Airport, thinking that he had missed the ride offered to him by Alan Griswald. He explained that he had met Griswald the week before in Holland. They had travelled to Washington on consecutive days and had hoped to meet up in DC as well as fly together to New York. Both knew they were too busy and the arrangement was vague. However, he had bumped into Griswald at the airport which was how he came to be on the plane.

Harland said that there were some other UN people with him, people who had been at meetings at Congress. They were travelling together but there was some diplomatic nicety which meant that this was not an official delegation from the UN to Congress. Griswald seemed to know some, but not all of them. He remembered there were two or three young women in the party.

‘How did you know Mr Griswald?’ asked Ollins.

‘We worked on the same diplomatic circuit back in the eighties.’

‘Right – you were diplomats.’

‘Yes,’ said Harland. ‘We were diplomats in Europe. Griswald was in Germany and Austria for a long time, with a spell in the Middle East. We served in some of the same places. I saw a lot of him and his wife in those days.’ He paused and took some coffee. ‘Do you want some of this? I’m sure I can get a fresh jug.’

They shook their heads.

‘Were you both in the Middle East?’

‘No, just Griswald.’

‘So tell us about the flight.’

‘We left pretty soon after we met and we flew up to New York without any trouble. About twenty minutes out of La Guardia, I went to the lavatory and noticed that the cabin had grown very cold. As I was about to take a pee, the lights went out. So I went back into the cabin which was pitch black. Then we were struck by some turbulence which was uncomfortable but not severe. I think the pilot came on and told us to fasten our seat belts.’

‘Did the captain says anything else at this time?’ asked Clark, making a note.

‘Maybe. I didn’t pay much attention. We could see the lights of New York below us and we weren’t especially worried.’

‘What else do you recall?’

He said there wasn’t much he could add. He remembered Griswald turning on his laptop to use the light of the screen. As he spoke, Griswald’s face came back to him, lit by a blue-grey aura, smiling at the thought of one of his sons returning from college. Griswald lifted the computer and they struggled to fold away the table in the dark, and then looked down at the Bronx. Harland saw the white rooftops in his mind, the grid of little streets and the scrawl of new tyre tracks in the snow. Griswald made some remark about the weather.

‘Did the lights return before landing?’ asked Clark.

‘No.’

‘Can you remember anything else unusual, sir? What about the sound of the engines? Any significant increase in engine power while you were experiencing the turbulence? Do you recall a change of note in the engine noise as the plane came in?’

‘I’m not sure – maybe just before the impact. I was looking out towards Riker’s Island on the left of the plane and Alan Griswald said something which I didn’t hear. I turned back to face him. Then, bang! I don’t remember much else.’

‘Let me get this straight,’ said Clark. ‘You were looking out at Riker’s from the left of the plane? The first question is this: could you see Riker’s Island?’

‘I could see an orange glow which I assumed were the lights from the prison.’

‘But surely you mean you were looking out to your right, not left.’

‘No, I was in a rear-facing seat, across the table from Alan Griswald.’

‘Ah, I see. I guess that’s one of the reasons you’re here. Being at the back of the plane and facing backwards meant that you avoided the whole force of the impact. Tell me, was anything about the approach unusual?’

‘No.’

‘You didn’t think that the plane was unusually low?’

‘No, I didn’t. Have you any theories yet?’

‘Right now, we’re considering a number of possibilities. The flight data recorder and the voice recorder were recovered on Wednesday; both are being analysed at our headquarters in Washington. We’ll get the results at the weekend.’

Ollins plucked a piece of fluff from his suit, looked up at the ceiling and began speaking.

‘As yet we don’t know why the plane crashed, Mr Harland. None of the theories about icing, wind-shear, poor visibility or a freak collision with Santa’s reindeers comes anywhere near to explaining it. How could this aircraft, flown by a pilot with over ten thousand flying hours, come in without any reported problems and just nose-dive into the runway?’

Harland got up from the edge of the bed, walked a few paces and worked his bare toes up and down to get rid of the prickly sensation in his feet. They watched him.

‘Nobody has told me what actually happened,’ he said, looking at Clark. ‘I mean, I still don’t see how the other plane was involved. Surely it was nowhere near where we came in?’

Ollins exchanged a look with Clark, as if asking his permission.

‘It’s simple,’ he said. ‘Your plane comes in too low, banks right and clips the light tower with the starboard wing. An explosion occurs in the fuel tank, debris flies back, tears into the cabin at the rear and loosens the spars supporting the starboard engine. The engines have already been put into maximum thrust because the pilot realises he needs altitude. All three engines are full on. The Falcon climbs momentarily, comes down, rolls through ninety degrees, banks right and hits more light towers with incredible force. The fuselage sustains more damage and the starboard engine becomes detached and is thrown forward for a considerable distance. It hits the wing of a Learjet waiting to take off. The Learjet explodes and catches fire, killing all seven passengers and the pilot. Meanwhile the Falcon is ploughing a trench at a thirty-degree angle from the runway towards the Learjet. Then your plane also catches fire.’

‘Jesus,’ exhaled Harland. ‘How on earth did I get out?’

‘Some time at an early stage in this sequence,’ replied Ollins, ‘the seat anchors in your section of the Falcon break free and you are propelled out of the fuselage and land in the soft terrain at the edge of the East River.’ He paused and gave a bleak smile. ‘The chances of anyone surviving this crash without injury must be one in fifty billion, Mr Harland. People don’t get breaks like that too often. I think you’ll realise that when you see the wreckage.’

‘You want me to see the wreckage?’

‘Not so much the wreckage, but I would like to take you over the crash scene and have you look at a reconstruction we’ve set up there.’

Harland sat down on the bed. Clark asked if he wanted them to leave. But Ollins was clearly disinclined to go just yet.

‘There are a few more questions I want to ask you before we leave,’ he said. ‘It’s important that I have your attention for just a few more minutes, Mr Harland. One of the things we need to do in this investigation is to construct profiles of all the passengers and crew. We need to know a little more about your life also.’

A part of Harland went on guard. ‘What do you want to know?’

‘First off, tell me about your work, sir. You’re doing a special report for the Secretary-General’s office. Is that right?’

‘That makes it sound more important than it is. I’m looking into the ownership of the supplies of fresh water in Asia and Eastern Europe.’

Ollins looked puzzled. ‘Please explain.’

‘One of the big problems facing the developing world – in fact, the entire planet – is the shortage of fresh water. There are too many people and the major fresh-water resources, chiefly lakes and aquifers, are being drained at a very fast rate. The reduction in some of the bigger lakes, like the Aral Sea, is showing up on satellite photographs. Others, like Lake Baikal, which contains about a fifth of the world’s fresh-water supply, are being polluted by industry – a big paper mill in that instance. What this means is that fresh water is becoming a very scarce and valuable commodity. The Secretary-General wants to know who owns what. He believes that it’s going to become an important issue. He wants a briefing as much as anything else.’

Ollins listened to this impatiently. ‘But this wasn’t always your line,’ he said rather too quickly.

Harland realised that Ollins had already talked to people at the UN.

‘You probably know that I’ve done a lot of things. Banking for a short time when I was young, British Foreign Service, Red Cross for ten years. I started out as an engineer – that’s what I studied at Cambridge and that’s how I can find my way around this subject.’

‘That’s a lot of different careers to cram into one life. You’re only in your late forties?

‘Forty-nine.’

‘The Foreign Service – that’s the diplomatic service, right?’

‘Yes, I just said that I knew Griswald in the diplomatic service.’

‘Were you hired by the UN to do this report?’

‘Not specifically. I came to advise about rapid relief programmes. Three years later, I’m still here. I’ll be ready to report in six or seven weeks. Then we’ll see what happens.’

‘And you were visiting Rockville in connection with this report?’

‘Yes, there’re a couple of companies down there that have large water interests. I’m trying to assess their current holdings and the extent of their ambitions.’

‘A kind of investigation, then?’

‘In the loosest sense, yes. It’s a case of tracking down who owns what.’

‘So you could make some enemies in this line of work?’

‘Not really, most of the material that interests me is in the public record – somewhere. It’s just a question of finding it and, as I say, establishing the plans of some of the big multinationals.’

He could see that Ollins was tiring of this line of questioning. He’d give it ten minutes, then make an excuse to get rid of them both.

‘So tell me a little more about the flight. Did you talk to anyone besides Mr Griswald?’

‘I said hello to Chris Lahmer and André Bloch. There were a few other faces I recognised – a man from UNHCR but I forget his name.’

‘Philippe Maas?’

‘Yes, that’s right. They were all sitting near each other. I assumed they’d been at the same meetings in Washington.’

‘So you can only put names to three or four people on the plane?’

‘Yes, I suppose that’s right. Is that important?’

‘Well, it’s like this. We have one unidentified body – a man. And we’re not even sure that we have the right toll yet, because we could have lost people in the water. It took a while to find you and it’s conceivable that other victims were washed out into the ocean.’

‘But surely there was a passenger list – a manifest of some sort?’

‘No. There should have been. But this was a private flight that didn’t cross any national borders so it was forgotten, I guess.’

‘Yes, but this man must have been missed by his relatives.’

‘That’s what we thought. But we’ve had no calls. The problem is that pretty much everything was burned. A few personal possessions escaped the fire – thrown out of the plane with you and Mr Griswald – and we are working on those. We may retrieve more material and there is the possibility of identifying bodies by dental records, jewellery and other possessions. It’s going to be a long operation. But you’re right, it is kind of strange that we haven’t gotten a call.’

All this time, Clark remained silent, occasionally checking that his tape was going round, but otherwise studying Harland benevolently.

‘What does that suggest to you, Mr Harland?’ continued Ollins.

‘I don’t know – possibly no one knew he was on the plane. Maybe he was a foreign national who would not be missed immediately by his family. But presumably if he was on the UN plane, he was connected to the UN in some way and someone – a secretary or a department head or people at one of the national missions – would notice his absence?’

‘Exactly the same thoughts occurred to us. It is odd. But look at it this way. If you’d been killed it might have been some time before anyone made the connection between the crash and your disappearance. Might’ve been a few days before anyone went back over your schedule and made some inquiries in Maryland and then put it all together. That’s why we need very accurate descriptions of the people you saw on board. Then maybe we can start to work out who he was. I want you to think about them all and make some notes for me. I also want you to go over the journey again and record anything out of the ordinary – the smallest detail may be of crucial importance to this investigation, as Mr Clark here will tell you. Think of the passengers, Mr Harland – what they were carrying, where they sat, who they talked to. Think about the behaviour of the crew, what the captain said to the passengers – everything. I know it may be painful for you at this time, but I’m telling you, we need some help here. We’ll talk again tomorrow and maybe you’ll feel strong enough to come out to the airport and look over the model of the plane we have out there.’

He looked to Clark who nodded and turned off his tape recorder. Both gave him cards with cellphone numbers. They took his number and address in Brooklyn.

‘Call us when you want to come out to the airport,’ said Ollins from the door with a brief, wintry smile. ‘And hey, don’t forget to bring those notes you’re going to make for me.’

*

With a sudden inward start, Harland realised that he had lost nearly three days. He phoned his sister, Harriet, in London and discussed staying with her family for Christmas. At the back of his mind he wondered how he was going to get on another plane so soon. But he was also certain that he did not want to spend the holiday in New York. Most of the UN would be shut down, with a lot of people returning to their home countries for a full fortnight. He said he would let her know in the next day or so. Then he talked to his office and told Marika what he would need in the way of clothes from his apartment. He asked her to get a new cellphone. His had been destroyed along with his briefcase.

After lunch he slid down into the bed and watched the sun descend behind a pearl grey shroud. It reminded him of the light over the Fens in England and the enormous cold skies of his youth. Harland tended to avoid introspection, but he knew there was now a before and an after in his life, divided by the few minutes when he was taken by the current and was certain he was going to die. He looked into himself without sentiment or fear and understood that his fortune at surviving might come with a penalty, an essential loss of confidence perhaps, like he’d suffered before when he was brought to another hospital bed, beaten so badly that the nurses at first hid their eyes from the sight of his injuries. That had taken a long time to get over, but he had managed it and he would this time too.

He closed his eyes and thought of Griswald and the party of people standing a little way off in the airport. It was a pretty typical UN crowd, with their cellphones and laptops. All of them good people, bubbling with brave initiatives, yet each in varying degrees mistaking furious animation for achievement. He tried to hold the scene in his mind. There were two or three groups of people, waiting to catch the minibus out to the UN plane. A few went outside the terminal building to smoke. The others stood in twos and threes inside. Something wasn’t quite right about the way he was remembering it; something was tripping him up. His mind’s eye moved across the groups, trying to pick up information. The young men both with computer cases. The woman in a long, black coat. Lahmer’s anorak with a fur-trimmed hood. A lot was missing.

He’d give some thought to it later. Now he would sleep. He drifted off, this time thinking not about the flatlands of his boyhood, but an empty square in a hilltop town in central Italy. The unbidden image haunted him only rarely these days.

*

Next day he woke early. Having nothing else to do, he went to get a pen and paper from the duty nurse down the hall. He was moving more easily now. The bruises across his back and chest were still causing stabbing pains when he breathed deeply, but his legs were less stiff and the mysterious neuralgic patches on his stomach and thighs, which had woken him in the first nights after the crash, had gone. He cadged some coffee and returned to his room.

Dawn was breaking with a mustardy smear in the west. He sat down on the bed and noticed a small black bag. Marika must have dropped by with his things the previous evening. Inside there was a note from her, some of his own clothes, three hundred dollars in advance expenses, a new phone and a set of keys to his apartment. He smiled at her efficiency. He swung his legs onto the bed, and settled back on the pillows to write an account of the flight. He found he wasn’t able to add much to what he’d told Clark and Ollins until he sketched a plan of the interior of the cabin and placed some names in the little oblong grid of seats. He marked himself and Griswald facing each other in the two rearmost seats on the starboard side. He knew that André Bloch was a little forward from him and that he had sat down opposite one of the women. On the other side of the aisle to him, on the port side, was Chris Lahmer. Before they took off, he recalled that Bloch leaned across the aisle to show Lahmer something. They were laughing with the man from UNHCR – Philippe Maas – which meant he must have been facing Lahmer.

It was difficult to say what people were wearing, and even more so to recall what they had carried on board, something which was obviously of interest to Ollins. One of the passengers, maybe one of the younger men who had sat up front, had carried a suitcase on board. He remembered there was a fuss from the flight attendant about stowing it. He wrote it all down as dispassionately as he could and annotated a diagram of the seating with the names of the passengers that he could remember.

He focused again and again on the scene, trying to glean more detail. The sensation of the first impact came back to him, the terrifying lurch to the right which threw him against the cabin wall. He saw Griswald’s face again, contorting in a flash from the window. He held that image in his head and then let the paper slip from his lap and the pen drop to the floor.

*

The young man left the hotel on Tenth Avenue and 23rd Street early in the morning. His body was still on European time and he couldn’t sleep. He bent his head to the wind and trudged to breakfast at the café he’d used a couple of times since arriving. It wasn’t much of a place but it suited him fine because it was cheap and he had to watch his cash supply. There was also a table by the window which provided a good view of the intersection and the hotel entrance. He doubted very much that he had been spotted, but it was as well to be on the lookout.

He ordered from the waitress, a tired little brunette with too much eye make-up and an accommodating manner who seemed to be there at all hours. She was the other reason he liked the café. As she took down his order he thought how remarkably pretty she was – an exquisite pale face and beautifully shaped mouth that twitched nervously into a smile as she spoke.

When she had gone, he laid out the newspaper cutting which he had brought from England and examined the photographs of the sole survivor of the plane crash. The picture was given prime position on the front page, hardly surprising, given the starkness and drama of the image. That was what had caught his attention; what had held it was the inset of a small portrait of Robert Cope Harland which had been released by the UN following the crash. He realised at once that he had found the man he was looking for, which was why he’d packed a rucksack and had got on the plane within six hours of picking up the newspaper.

The waitress returned with the food and he laid the newspaper clipping aside. She made some comment about the picture and the crash and then asked where he was from. He told her Sweden. Was he on vacation? ‘Something like that,’ he said. He read the nametag on her breast – Shashanna – and remarked that he had never heard of anyone called that before. She said that she believed her father had made it up. Then she complimented him on his English and told him that he looked like he belonged in the city. That pleased him because he took pride in his ability to merge. She went away, darting a look over her shoulder.

He was calm, unusually so considering what he expected to happen in the next few days. He felt pretty pleased with himself, having obtained Harland’s address so easily. He wondered if they were usually so lax. After all it had been a simple matter to go to the UN as a tourist, buy the current United Nations handbook and look up a suitably impressive name, in this case the one belonging to the Assistant Secretary-General for External Affairs, a Dr Erika Moss Klein. Posing as her assistant, he called Robert Harland’s office and told them that the Assistant Secretary-General needed the address before the weekend. He said there was a package that had to be urgently delivered that evening. The woman, by now a little flustered but also charmed by his manner, gave it to him without a second thought.

Now all that remained was to decide on the approach. That was going to take a lot of thought. The actual words with which he was going to break this astonishing news had so far eluded him. He had made the speech several times in his head since seeing the newspaper photograph – it was all he thought about on the plane trip – but each version seemed hopelessly melodramatic and artificial. Thank God he had remembered to bring the identity cards with him. If all else failed they would surely persuade him that he wasn’t a crank.

He went over to a pile of newspapers on the counter and selected the news section of the New York Times. He wanted to see if there was anything more about the crash. The day before, the paper had said Harland was still in hospital but was expected to be well enough to leave by the weekend. As he flipped through the paper, he wondered if he should leave it a couple of days before going over to Brooklyn. No, he thought, he would try that day.

There was nothing more in the paper and he put it down. Shashanna took this as a signal that he was available for a chat. She offered him more coffee and asked his name. ‘Lars,’ he replied, thinking how much he disliked it. But Lars Edberg was the name on his Swedish passport and he had to live with it for the time being. There was no reason to tell this girl his real name.

‘What do you do, Lars?’ she said, perching on the side of the chair opposite him.

‘I’m in the music business.’ That wasn’t strictly true, but it had been. ‘I’m part of an outfit that publishes original music on the Net. In a way I guess it’s an anti-music business.’

‘Do you have a girl in London?’

‘Yes, I do,’ he said. He thought of Felicity – Flick – who was ten years older than him and ran a successful flower business. She had picked him up in a bar, given him a place to live and asked no questions about his past.

‘Does that mean we can’t go to the movies tonight, Lars?’

‘I guess it does.’

The rejection registered in her eyes. He put his hand on the table not far from hers. ‘I have a lot on, Shashanna. Another time and we would go to the movies. But . . .’

She silenced him with her hand.

‘That’s okay,’ she said and rose from the chair.

He didn’t want to mess about with this girl and he had no time, but that wasn’t the point. The problem was the thing that he carried inside him, the heaviness of heart – the guilt – which, far from dissipating over the years, had grown and now occupied much of his being. Flick had somehow discerned this and devised a way of living which meant that this unspoken secret did not dominate their relationship. He was sure she knew that it was there.


3

Griswald’s Music

As the car neared La Guardia, Harland remembered that he’d left the notes and diagram that he’d made for Frank Ollins back at the hospital. It wouldn’t matter. He could arrange for them to be faxed later when he returned to collect his things and to receive a final check-up.

The car dropped him off at the old marine terminal building. Harland was directed to a hangar that was plastered with temporary signs, warning that entry was restricted to the FBI and Federal Aviation Authority and Safety Board personnel. He rang the bell labelled VISITORS and looked across the black water of Bowery Bay towards the end of the runway where the UN flight had crashed. A medium-sized jetliner was landing, its wings visibly seesawing over the last hundred yards of its flight. Harland grimly watched for the puff of smoke from the wheels as it touched down. Then he turned to find Ollins scrutinising him from the doorway.

‘When you’ve seen what’s in here,’ he said, gesturing behind him, ‘you realise what a helluva miracle it is that they don’t crash more often.’

Ollins led him into the vast cold space of the hangar in the middle of which lay the remains of the Falcon jet, crudely assembled into the configuration of an aircraft. The temporary lights erected around it gave the wreckage a stark, fossilised look. ‘See what I mean?’ said Ollins matter-of-factly. ‘It doesn’t take long to reduce several million dollars’ worth of sophisticated machinery to this. Just a matter of seconds.’

Harland said nothing. He was watching the accident investigators move round the plane. Each piece of wreckage was numbered with spray paint and here and there ribbons and tags were fixed to the twisted metal. Almost nothing of the plane’s original white and red livery remained, except on the tailplane and one of the three engines. The cockpit was unrecognisable, as was the starboard wing, although a light was visible on its leading edge. The fuselage was crumpled like an old beer can. The dull, inky-coloured metal reminded him of the clinker produced by the boiler in his childhood home.

‘What are they doing?’ he asked Ollins.

‘Determining the precise sequence of events at impact, looking for clues, selecting pieces of the wreckage for further analysis – that kind of thing. A lot will go away for further testing. Clark would tell you better than I can.’ He stopped. A hint of disdain passed across his face. ‘But Clark and his people already believe they’ve got this investigation tied up like a Christmas gift with a fancy bow on top.’

‘And you don’t?’

Ollins gave him the thin professional smile that Harland remembered often seeing in his colleagues back in Century House in London. It was an expression that came with knowledge and enforced silence.

‘The Safety Board no longer believes there’s a need for criminal investigation,’ Ollins said. ‘But I can’t hide from you the fact that there are unresolved issues here.’

So brisk and confident when he appeared in his hospital room, Special Agent Ollins was now weighed down, fatigued. Harland knew that look too.

They walked around the wreckage in silence. Harland was struck by how small the plane seemed, and also by the smell, which contained several elements – burnt plastic, aviation fuel and a scorched, rusty aroma.

When he had seen enough, Ollins led him up a flight of open stairs and into an office where a ten-foot model of the plane was set out on a large board. The top of the fuselage had been cut away to reveal the inside of the cabin. It was clear that the model was being used as an aid to thought rather than any kind of scientific measurement. Around it were tags and arrows leading to the seats. His name and Griswald’s were attached to the two facing seats at the rear of the model. The labels for Maas, Lahmer and Bloch were beside the plane, as were the ones for the three women on the plane – Elsa Meinertzhagen, Courtney Moore and Noala Shimon. Three other labels were named Male: A, Male: B and Male: C. There were also red markers which apparently indicated baggage that had been identified as belonging to one or other of the victims. Ollins told him that most of the bags had been incinerated, but here and there were clues that enabled identification.

‘Have you got
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