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November 1945

The French coast was twenty miles to the south and the ship only hours from Portsmouth Harbour when a green swell swamped her waist. Beneath the weight of water, the old vessel rolled ponderously. A second wave tumbled onto the deck and drained in gouts through the ship’s rail. That evening, a storm would sweep down from Siberia and at its peak, scour the surface from the sea.

Ten days earlier, off the Port of Alexandria in the Eastern Mediterranean, this work-worn vessel had dropped its Egyptian pilot and ground westward, leaving war-scarred Malta on the northern horizon. She had passed through the Straits of Gibraltar and curved into the wide Atlantic.

Only Captain Evans and the First Officer had been aboard when an Army convoy lined up alongside and a working party of soldiers had toiled through the night to fill her holds. At 4 am, hatches sealed, the military vehicles had clattered away towards the dock gates. Later, in the light of day, it was clear that the ship was poorly trimmed. Under the direction of an army SNCO, too much had been directed to the forward holds. No further cargo was scheduled.

As she rested against the dock, Captain Evans recognised that his ship was unseaworthy. He would demand that the military authorities provide a ballast load to trim his vessel. In this immediate post-war period, the military still commanded the docks although the war in Europe had ceased in May.

Reluctantly, his request was agreed and for the next two days the ship remained undisturbed under a military guard. Bored sentries lounged on her decks. Mid-morning on Sunday, a further convoy of sand-scoured, military trucks ground slowly through the port’s gates, crossed the wide dock and bumped over the railway lines cut deeply into the ancient quay beside where the old ship lay, gently pumping water from her flank.

No secrecy surrounded the loading of the scrap vehicles into the rear holds. The crew and careless stevedores craned the battered military equipment high over the ship’s side and down through the rear hatches. Before sufficient tonnage fully trimmed the ship, the hold was full. Captain Evans signed the manifest. Throughout the War, under dogmatic military direction, he had commanded his ship on convoys across the Atlantic, on arctic convoys and on voyages around the world. He now rarely challenged the orders of those who tasked him.

The vessel was slightly down by the head, but he knew she would cope. Built in the economic austerity following the First World War, she was never a proud vessel. She was a hard-worked, general carrier. Over her lifetime, she had endured careless handling by men in a thousand ports. Her best years were behind her. When the post-war price of steel rose sufficiently, she would be scrapped unless bought for a final few years of neglect in the Far East.

Sometime after the second army detachment departed, a staff car had drawn up at the base of the gangway. Two men had alighted. A colonel in uniform made way for his companion, a thin man in a lightweight suit. A seaman brought them to the bridge where Captain Evans showed them to his day cabin. When they left, he remained below, his mind in turmoil. 

Now, ten days later, the vessel laboured through mountainous waves. Below, steel frames groaned and rusted plates trembled. Above, green water rolled along the deck and was shredded by the gale as it spewed over the side. 

Many hours had passed since Evans had been able to take a sighting and confirm the ship’s position. A veteran mariner, he had been at sea since a boy. He believed that he had experienced most that nature could summon. This night, as so often, he stood on the exterior wing of the bridge, exposed to the gale, knees braced, gripping the teak rail with his large hands. The storm snatched at him as he stared into the night. The wind wrenched at his waterproofs and a cold trickle ran inside. 

He sensed rather than saw a change in the sea’s action. Staring into the wild night, he glimpsed in the violent blackness, a vertical wave explode and spiral, wind-whipped over the cargo masts. Pulling himself forward, he twisted and glared into the wild night. Close by on the port side, beneath where he stood, he saw a dark shape lurch from the sea. Foam streamed briefly over its barnacled blackness as it folded beneath a wave. Adrenalin tingled in his hands. The rock passed quickly, and he realised in an instant that his old ship was driving forward in shallow water, not at twelve knots as the flickering bridge dials indicated but, held in the embrace of a rampant along-shore tidal race, careering forwards at nearly thirty knots. 

Earlier, as the storm approached, the crew had closed the watertight doors before retiring to the canteen or their bunks. Few if any had slept in the storm and as Evans watched helplessly in the dark, he was master of a vessel careering out of control until at last the ship’s old-fashioned, straight bow drove shatteringly against a submerged cliff face. As in a head-on train wreck, crewmembers and loose equipment flew across the cabins and cudgelled the bulkheads. Steel walls, doors and floors distorted, the cargo masts and the ship’s smokestack collapsing forward.

Deep below, the great engine tore from its mountings, ripping the bottom plates. Steel steam pipes lashed flexibly, whipping and snapping. The Chief Engineer, who for years had nurtured the old equipment, was dashed against the engine-room ladder. Unconscious beside a fractured pipe, he was cooked rapidly by a jet of superheated steam.

Mortally wounded, with forty metres of her bottom plates buckled and her back broken, the ship slewed broadside to the bucking sea. Rolling over, she briefly blocked the flow. A million tons of tidal water fought frantically to pass through a rock channel it had followed for millennia. Squeezed by the sea’s brute force, the ship was pushed and bumped through and out into the deeper water northeast of the island of Alderney. 

In three minutes, the haven of warmth and light that had been the MV Elleman Hills was destroyed. Silent, dark, distorted, the ship filled as water gushed through torn seams, swelled up corridors and silently entered cabins steeped in darkness. The crew drowned where they lay, trapped in the dark, unable to escape their buckled prisons.

Awash, now unresponsive to the waves and wind that continued to scream above, the old ship drifted into deeper water. In her forward holds, steel barrels lay where they had tumbled from the restraining pallets that careful soldiers had loaded. Like countless ships over the centuries, on the 17th of November 1945, the Elleman Hills began her final journey sliding beneath the troubled surface of the sea.
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2015

Val D’Isere, France 

Shouldering skis and carrying a bulky kit bag from the ice-rutted, car park, Walter pushed his way through the door to his resort apartment building. Weary from the journey, he looked at the elevator ceiling and rose to his accommodation. He told himself to relax. Calm wouldn’t come easily; he was one of life’s ‘hurry up people.’ For him, time was an unrelenting driver.

London 

Robbie let himself into his tiny north London apartment and placed his take-away on the small kitchen table. As he sat to eat, the phone rang. 

‘Robbie? It’s Walter.’ The voice was distant. 

‘Hello, Walter. You’re working late.’

‘Robbie, I need you to look into something for me, urgently. I might have a job for you. We need to talk. Have you got a moment?’ Walter continued without pausing. ‘It’s a fabulous claim, potentially a big one, deaths...’ He paused, ‘tragedy obviously, but there will be serious claims against an insurer somewhere.’

‘OK Walter.’ Robbie grinned. Walter had little sense of irony. ‘That’s not a problem. I’ve got something on at present, but I guess that I should be clear by mid-week. I’ll pop around and you can fill me in.’

‘You can’t do that Robbie. I’m in France. I won’t be back till the end of next week.’

‘Will it wait?’ Robbie forked some cooling food into his mouth. ‘Are you on business or holiday?’

‘It’s holiday; well sort of. I’m out in Val D’Isere with my son’s ski club. The kids’ race squad. It’s a training camp. I do a couple of weeks on it. Do it every year. It’s like work really. I need you to check something for me before I get back. There’s a party of people here, some have died... here in the resort. They’re all English and... look I’ll send you an email and explain. I’m interested in whether there have been other deaths, similar to these - people from the same area in the UK, you know. We’ve had people dying here suddenly, not long after arriving in the resort, after a very short illness. Look, concentrate on the Plymouth area particularly. It’s something like poisoning, I think... serious poisoning, probably local.’

‘Ok, I think I have got it, Walter.’ Robbie paused. As a freelance insurance investigator, he was accustomed to tracking down information from an incomplete initial brief, although this sounded both more serious and vaguer than usual. Walter’s company, a medium sized firm of loss adjusters, was a good source of work although Walter himself was a demanding client. After fifteen years working with similarly impatient clients, Robbie accepted that Walter would expect him to move other commitments to meet his expectations.

‘It must be a day or two before I start, Walter. I have other stuff... When will you need the results?’

‘Do it now... well, soon as, if you can please, Robbie. I’m running against the clock on this. This could be really big, and I’m anxious we get ahead before one of the big boys can get onto it, before... We need to get something good, Robbie, quickly. I must have something by Friday. Just do it please!’

‘Is that it? Just any sudden deaths following short illnesses?’

‘Yes. No, wait. It may affect people of all ages, and illness-to-death has taken only hours - well, a day or two at most. The people may have no history of serious illness. If I’m right, there’ll be a source of infection. They’ll have eaten somewhere, worked or visited the same... You know the sort of thing.’

Following Walter’s hurried call, Robbie examined his cold dinner. He sighed, recognising that his working day now routinely leaked even into a take-away delayed until late evening.

Most of Robbie’s freelance work related to major insurance claims. He checked out the facts and suspicions that were provided to him, collected more information and sought to build a picture. Often the information he received in the brief made little sense initially because it was only part of a bigger picture. In a case like this one, he would pass what he discovered back to Walter who would pull everything together and complete a wider landscape. Walter was gambling that he would be able to offer some insurance company an opportunity to share and so reduce its exposure to a claim and would collect a fee from the insurer based upon the value of any reduced liability.

Robbie’s investigations, conducted on behalf of loss adjuster firms such as Walter’s, had to be fast, find evidence and produce proof quickly. Should he not uncover the problem after a short initial investigation, companies would simply seek to move on and minimise costs. 

In a cafe, Walter sipped a coffee. Opposite him sat Jessica, the owner of Snowy Escape Holidays, a small Plymouth-based travel firm. She had flown out from the UK as soon as the problem had arisen.

‘If they’ve been poisoned somehow,’ Walter suggested with an air of confidence to which he was not entirely entitled, ‘before they came out here, then we can soon find out. I’ve got someone ready to look into it.’ 

Jessica looked at her cup distractedly and groaned. 

‘Two complete families gone; that’s including two kids.’ She paused, looked at Walter. ‘People have been telling me the kids were a bit of a nuisance on the journey out. It’s just kids that... they were running up and down the aisle bumping them, and... now they’re dead.’ She stared at the corner of the table, tears seeping onto her eyelashes. With a look of defeat, she murmured, ‘The Press will murder us over this.’

‘Perhaps. But it’s probably not really your fault,’ Walter suggested, encouragingly. ‘They could have been infected before you, you know. In England even.’ Despite what he was saying, Walter suspected that inevitably this was going to hit the headlines. 

Soon after the group’s arrival in the resort, a couple called Morrison, in a party from Plymouth had been taken to the Hospital in Bourg St Maurice, at the bottom of the Valley. They had been particularly travelsick on the journey from the UK, and the woman had collapsed in the car park on arrival. Passing nearby, this attracted Walter’s attention. In the evening, her husband had also become seriously ill. Almost as unwell on the journey, the Donaldson family, both parents and children, had been discovered the following morning, dead in their apartment. They seemed to have died within hours of the Morrisons.

Jessica had landed to find most of her clients in near panic. Earlier in the day, she had even heard someone joke nervously about ‘whose turn was next?’

The Police from Moutier were taking statements and she learned, a local journalist had moved into the resort seeking a story. Walter knew, there would already be something about it on social media. It was likely this would soon make it onto the Nationals in the UK.

Walter had come across this tragedy on his second afternoon in the resort. It was the business opportunity of his dreams, to be on the spot when a major incident developed. It was useful to him however only if he could follow it up quickly and secure a contract to investigate before his bigger competitors even had it on their radar. It could offer huge potential for his firm. If he was quick enough, he could mount a high fee investigation but only provided he could capitalise on this head start. He needed to identify the cause before a rival was formally signed to take over.

Jessica looked up at Walter. ‘You said that your firm could look into... see if this illness has come from somewhere else... not... if we can... if we could show quickly, it might indicate something they picked up in the UK... before they came out here? So, it clearly didn’t have anything to do with us, my firm that is?’ Embarrassed that she must seem to express self-interest, a flush crossed her face. 

Walter smiled at her in a way that he hoped was reassuring.

‘I have someone prepared to look, to investigate immediately. He’s good and knows what to look for.’ Walter paused. ‘It must be older than this trip. It’s too quick, too advanced to be something that happened here, or enroute out even. Other people here, not connected to your party, would be suffering. It’s got to have a UK source.’

‘Right,’ said Jessica, pulling herself together as she came to a decision, ‘I will have to give something to the Press. I think that I’ll get our PR agency onto it now.’  With a decision and the start of a plan, she felt relieved. She was more comfortable addressing a clear set of actions. 

‘I’ll get my guys looking into this then?’ repeated Walter, sensing her resolve. ‘They will start around Plymouth. That’s your catchment, yes? That’s what we can do now, immediately. I’m sure they’ll turn something up quite quickly. I’ve a feeling they’ll find that it’s a local infection which will have affected others there. And then you - your firm - will be off the hook.’

Walter really needed her to give him some sort of commitment, confirmation that his firm was engaged to investigate. She said nothing, her mind already conjuring a press release. After a pause, she looked across at Walter through slightly hooded eyes. 

‘Yes, if you want. Start to look into things in the UK. I will tell my insurer that your firm has it in hand, and the people on the trip... it will indicate that we are throwing resources at this.’

She was now capable of seeing beyond the desperation of her clients whilst seeming to care. She could see that Walter might be very useful although she thought him a rather pushy man, clearly aiming to capture some business for his firm. She smiled to herself; he was little different from her. We all. she recognised, see tragedy in terms of how it impacts on us. 
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1980

London

Cynthia Finchley-Powell (MP) strode from Committee Room 212 on the second floor of the House of Commons. As Deputy Chair of the Ways and Means Committee she wielded some minor authority. Already a junior Minister, she was tipped by some for higher office in the new Conservative Government. 

The Conservatives, having replaced a Labour Government that had limped along for three years, had given Britain, for the first time, a female leader, Mrs Thatcher, although she was considered by some in Parliament and the Press to be an ideologue, one prone to sweeping opposition aside whether it be in her own team or opposite her across the chamber. 

Cynthia knew that if the predicted-split developing within the Party materialised and the Prime Minister took her harder-line conservative Cabinet members forward alone, abandoning her more centrist colleagues, there would be a Cabinet reshuffle. Cabinet positions vacated by the ‘Wets’ - as the PM had called her less-right-wing Cabinet members - would be back filled. Cynthia felt ready and willing to accept a vacated position. The Cabinet had few, too few, women. 

The Press had made much of the anticipated purge, and Cynthia felt sure that her Party Leader would seek to bring another woman into her Cabinet. This would be an opportunity for her, although one that, if secured, would draw dismay and resentment from her equally eligible male colleagues, some of whom had waited long in the wings. Her elevation, she realised, would not be because the Prime Minister needed the comradeship of another women. It would be for no other reason than that, come the next General Election, more women in the Cabinet would appeal to the growing confidence of female voters.

Wife of a merchant banker, Cynthia had entered Parliament four years earlier in 1976 as MP for Havant East. She had a safe seat with a majority of 17,000. Life had been kind to her. Daughter of wealthy and influential parents, she had been educated at Roedean and Cambridge. Qualifying with a ‘first’ in Law, she had entered the Lincolns Inn Chambers of Salver, Hotchkiss and Brett. As an effective barrister, she had quickly specialised in pleading special-interest cases on behalf of industry clients. She had rapidly become a sought-after legal representative for City firms and in particular, oil companies seeking or suffering from strategic alliances.

She had both married and entered Parliament in the same year. She and Nigel had a house in Hampshire where they entertained most weekends; but during the week they lived in an apartment in London. The Finchley-Powells were an envied couple.

In an elevator, Cynthia descended to the House of Commons, underground car park. As she bustled across the dimly lit parking area, some files that she held clamped beneath her arm, began to split and were in danger of spilling. 

‘Evening Cynthia,’ cracked a crisp voice. ‘May I assist you?’ A thin-faced man reached to gather and secure her files in an orderly pile and brought them the remaining thirty metres to her car. 

‘Thank you, Reginald. You are very kind,’ Cynthia said, rummaging in her handbag for keys. She unlocked the car, and Reginald placed the files on the rear seat. He smiled wanly and, touching his hat, backed and turned away.

‘See you on the field of battle Monday, Cynthia,’ he murmured. ‘Have a pleasant weekend.’ As he strode across the underground car park towards the elevator, his metal heels echoed in the concrete space. 

‘Insufferable prat,’ murmured Cynthia waspishly as she slid behind the wheel. Moments later, at the top of the car park ramp, her grey Jaguar was ushered into the traffic by a uniformed policeman. Parliament and the River Thames lay to her left as she shuffled within the line of London commuters crawling west along the Embankment. Eventually, gaining the motorway, she headed southwest towards her country home and constituency.

Cynthia accelerated powerfully, pulled immediately into the outside lane and flashed her headlights at the car ahead. As it moved aside, she swept past and continued majestically at 90 mph. Tonight, she and her husband Nigel were dining with her father, Sir Hugh Finchley, Major General retired. He had been a Cabinet Minister and was a former chairman of ACL Holdings. Now, as a non-exec, he still remained an influence on several City firms. 

Major General Finchley had had a good war. He’d stayed on in the peacetime Service until 1955 when his business commitments and political aspirations seemed better served out of uniform. With a fine pedigree, family wealth and magnificent bearing, Finchley had become a ‘force’ in the city, in parliament and in society. His influence was still considerable and his intellect prodigious. He seemed a cornerstone of the English Establishment, the embodiment of ‘quality’. He was a ‘gent’ to whom taxi drivers, waiters, even the thoughtless young, deferred instinctively. Back in the day, his glance and occasional incisive comment had lanced many a pompous industrialist and MP. In boardroom and committee debate, they had squirmed under his probing.

To Cynthia Finchley-Powell, the Finchley name, its patronage and associations were assets. She had always felt comfortable, even privileged as Miss Finchley. When she married, retention of the Finchley in her surname had been a condition of the bond. For Nigel Powell, her husband, also from a wealthy family, adopting the hyphenated ‘Finchley’ into his name presented no obstacle. He worshiped her.

Tonight, Cynthia planned to discuss her career with her father. His considered opinion, powers of analysis and strategic scope were assets no rising star would wisely ignore.

Cynthia Finchley-Powell wrapped up her Saturday Constituency surgery at 2pm. She lingered for five minutes with Mr Stoppard and Miss Jacks, the stalwarts who ran her constituency office. No matter how high you rose in politics, she knew, an elected MP would be foolish to ignore the needs of constituents upon whose vote she relied. She recognised, this applied equally to her constituency office staff. It was they who investigated and sifted the local matters and helped the busy MP who might visit only once per week to present well in the eyes of the local electorate. 

Her visitors this morning had included two local councillors, a reporter from a regional paper, three constituents with concerns, and the site manager for a factory; part of a national enterprise that manufactured potato crisps.

She set off by car for her father’s home. Dinner the previous evening had run along predictable lines. He had sparred with her over her career - he could be almost dismissive of her aspirations although she knew he also on occasions, exerted influence on her behalf on matters in which he took an interest. His help was however never quite on tap as requested. He was she thought, at times like a Delphic Oracle. His guidance was never direct or promised. Many people approached him as supplicants when matters preyed on their minds. Any help, advice and guidance he provided, was seldom explained fully,  or offered plainly. Supplicants left uncertain whether he would help. Cynthia suspected that he almost enjoyed watching them depart unsure whether by speaking with him their condition was improved or otherwise. 

As they had risen from dinner the previous evening, he had briefly instructed her to come to his study the following afternoon. Her instincts were to ‘tell daddy everything’ and let him guide her future course of action. That way however lay disaster. She knew that she would win from him little respect if she were so ‘undressed’ in her approach. This afternoon would involve a subtle game of ‘push and shove’. He would ‘drag his coat’ and invite openness, but for her to give it would put her in a category alongside his former soldiers, managers, or the staff in his home; a group from whom he expected loyalty and deference and to whom in return, he gave patronage and protection. They were in his view ‘the men’, and as such received consideration so long as they remained in their proper place. Cynthia knew that she had to remain above that category if his full intellectual focus and influence were going to be available to her on terms that she could control. This ‘fencing’ had, as a complication, to fit within a role-play where she was characterised as adoring daughter, he as avuncular parent.

‘Darling! In time for tea,’ beamed Sir Hugh, raising his arms as she embraced his chest. He cradled her briefly in his big hands and kissed her lightly on the top her fair head. With his arm lightly brushing her waist, he turned and guided her through the door. The old house, reflecting its owner, was faultless and crafted, with a patina of age. Considerable gardens were held at arm’s length by a wide, gravelled circle before an ivy-covered, two-story Georgian structure. Clematis grew by a front door that was guarded by two immaculately trimmed boxed hedges concealing sodium lights angled to illuminate the front of the house each evening. 

‘Tea in the study Mrs Clements, if you please,’ boomed Sir Hugh pleasantly, and a little something for Cynthia if you can manage.’ 

Mrs Clements, widow of Sir Hugh’s post-war driver, held him in awe and chose to demonstrate her gratitude for the position of housekeeper and cook by spoiling Cynthia whenever she visited. Throughout Cynthia’s school and university holidays, Mrs Clements had missed no opportunity to prepare her room, produce ‘a little something special’ for her to eat, or organise the cleaning of her car or grooming of her horse. The archetypal retainer, she fulfilled her obligations without reservation, fully appreciating the benefits and commitments of the role. 

Sir Hugh, in comfortable corduroy trousers, open-necked Viyella shirt, and cardigan with stretched pockets, lowered himself into a winged leather, chair and signalled Cynthia into a matching chair across the fireplace. 

‘I enjoyed having you two to dinner last night,’ he smiled as if reflecting in fond memory. ‘Pleasant you know, family. Relaxed.’ 

Cynthia smiled indulgently. It hadn’t been relaxed at all. Dinner with her father required a focused engagement of intellect, albeit discourse was always dressed in perfect manners within an immaculate setting. 

‘Pleasant, daddy - mmm? You teased me mercilessly, as always, and Nigel looked as if he was attending a career brief with his MD. You still frighten him terribly, you bully.’

Sir Hugh chuckled lightly and raised his eyebrows as if to say, ‘me, surely not?’ There was a creak from the door as Mrs Clements entered bearing a heavy tray. 

‘Mrs Clements! That tray is far too much for you,’ commanded Sir Hugh solicitously as he rose to help her place it on a small side table. ‘Where is Rosemary? Are you all alone through there?’ he enquired.

‘I’ve given her some time off, and anyway, I like to bring a spot of something for Miss Cynthia. It’s a pleasure for me to do so and I’m perfectly capable. Shall I pour?’

‘No, Mrs Clements, I’ll look after him. That’s very kind,’ smiled Cynthia, sitting forward. ‘My, that is a spread,’ she laughed, looking at the tray. ‘I shall never get through it all. I should be like the side of a house were I to.’

‘It’s only a little something my dear,’ said Mrs Clements stepping back with a puckered smile, pleased. She cast a glance round the room, taking in the state of the coal fire and noticing that the curtains would soon require to be pulled but recognising that they wished to discuss something, she smoothed the sides of her pinafore with her hands and left, closing the door quietly behind her. 

‘I was interested,’ Sir Hugh began, ‘to hear you say last night that you have concluded the matter of the Anthony Wisely amendment. Well done. Could have dragged I fear.’ He looked down at the fire and reached for the irons to make some small adjustment to the coals. 

‘Thank you,’ she smiled. ‘Yes, luckily, I discovered that two of the principals were interested in projects that I can influence in Birmingham and Leicester next year. They recognised that their interests were not best served by being intractable over this. Sir Anthony was disappointed. I may have an enemy there.’ 

Her father smiled gently into the fire. ‘Let’s not worry unduly on that account.’
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2015

London

Robbie headed southwest on the motorway from London towards Plymouth. The investigation in Sheffield had lasted two days following an accident where a lorry had smashed through the frontage of a supermarket, crushing a young woman against the till. As he had suspected, his investigation into the haulage company’s service records had revealed irregularities in its sourcing of spare parts and a poorly documented record of drivers’ hours. Robbie’s report would suggest that this company, owned and managed by menacing brothers, was suspect. It would be hard for a haulage firm that purchased second-hand vehicles and often maintained them largely with second-hand parts, to satisfy a formal inspection. All the drivers, he had discovered, were part-time employees and the records were poorly documented, notable for their omissions and unaccounted vehicle mileage. This might be good news for the haulage company’s insurer but the family of the injured cashier, he mused regretfully, might now have a poorer prospect of successfully claiming compensation. 

The temptation to ‘fudge’ the findings and protect the innocent, he recognised could be compelling. Robbie’s credibility with those who paid him however lay in his speed, tenacity and the disinterested way that he summoned and reported the facts. Upon his findings, Law firms representing insurance companies laid considerable store, engaging in legal battles that risked large sums of money.

He smiled as he thought of Walter going on holiday with his son’s ski team and seeking work even as he tried to get away from it for a few days. After a moment’s reflection, he recognised in himself, the same foolishness. He was little better. It was Thursday evening and on Friday and possibly over the weekend he would seek out information about sudden deaths from a Plymouth hospital and some doctors’ surgery. Even the gossip he might pick up in a pub, once he had narrowed the search, might be available for the cost of a drink and the effort of a little conversation. He turned his mind to the thought of a hotel and evening meal. 

Walter had said ‘Plymouth’ and Robbie had selected an inexpensive hotel on the coast slightly east of the centre. According to its website photo it was on a hill overlooking the city. In the background of the photo, he could see Plymouth Sound, a sheltered stretch of tidal water forming a natural harbour. For centuries it had offered ships refuge from the weather off the southwest coast of England.

As he had approached the city, yachts, marinas and day sailing were far from Robbie’s mind. Walter had mentioned sudden unexplained illness leading rapidly to death and had hazarded a guess that the source of the illness was here in Devon where the people in resort had originated before travelling for skiing.

After an initial web search and actual visit, to Plymouth General Hospital had produced little that was conclusive, early on Saturday morning, Robbie drove into the small car park in front of a health centre. It was a GP’s surgery he had selected from Google. He had chosen it only because it had six partners and was medium sized, covered a wide area and might have specialists from different fields. Earlier, he had telephoned the surgery and introduced himself as Merridew from the Strategic Health Authority’s Poisons and Infectious Diseases Department. He had spoken with a receptionist and arranged an appointment with a Dr Alexander, the weekend duty doctor. 

The senior doctors were not on duty this weekend it appeared, and this was possibly a blessing. An experienced senior partner might have been sufficiently well networked to wonder why he or she had not previously heard of ‘Merridew from the Strategic Health Authority’.

Dr Alexander, when they met seemed young and yet was dressed in corduroy trousers and a dull checked shirt and green jersey, almost as if he wished to seem older. He looked up as Robbie entered his small consulting room. 

‘Hello, Gordon Merridew, SHS Infectious Diseases,’ announced Robbie, taking the initiative and offering a limp hand across the desk toward the young doctor. ‘I’ll not keep you long, Dr Alexander. I remember Saturday morning surgeries myself. I won’t prolong yours more than I can help.’ Robbie sat in the patients’ chair, clutching his brief case on his knee and avoiding the doctor’s eyes. 

‘I can’t be specific at present, for good reason,’ Robbie explained, looking briefly into the young doctor’s face for the first time and adding, ‘mainly because I do not hold all the facts myself.’ He cracked a thin smile. ‘I’m doing some data-checking to help a colleague who oversees a project back in the lab. We may have some deaths that could be forming a pattern, when you consider the wider view, ah, ah, as from a distance. Very quickly, my question for you is, ‘do you have, or know of any recent instances of quite unexpected and perhaps hard-to-explain, sudden death in your practice? Ones not obviously attributable?’ Robbie smiled and nodded as if agreeing with himself. He sought to give the impression of a busy medical bureaucrat researching the big picture, someone unquestionably entitled to ask a local GP for a broad outline of confidential medical information in furtherance of matters that were beyond doubt in the interests of the greater good across the Strategic Health Authority. 

‘Well, Dr Merridew,’ began the GP, sitting back. He looked at Robbie thoughtfully. Robbie’s heart sunk. The young man was not as green as he had hoped. He was going to ask what disease exactly he was looking into. 

Robbie interjected before a more specific question took him beyond the very little reading, he had gleaned on the subject from the Web the previous evening. ‘Please don’t rule out any facultative anaerobes, infections such as, gastro enteritis, err salmonella. It’s not e coli however so nothing that should have been notified. Not unless you know for absolute certainty that they are family-sponsored.... could not be part of a wider source that is.’ 

The young doctor nodded and touched the notes on small cards in front of him with both hands. After a pause he said, ‘I personally have had nothing that might fit the bill, but recently, Alison... Dr Hartley?’ He looked up at Robbie who smiled quickly in return, suggesting that he was familiar with most GPs in the Practice. ‘Alison did have three cases, I think, perhaps only a couple, was it, maybe three, no a couple of weeks ago. All of them related to boating I believe anyway. Yes, fisherman I think, or fish processors. I can’t recall. One I do recall was a yachting thing. We have a weekly meeting on Tuesdays when we sort of discuss the funny cases. I remember she was puzzled by these three. Only one actually came to her, but she knew of the others, somehow.’ His voice trailed off as he raised his eyebrows again to see if this was what interested Robbie. 

‘Any notes I might see?’ ventured Robbie. ‘Might I have access to Alison’s records?’ 

‘I don't see why not,’ said the doctor, pleased that he had grasped the enquiry correctly. ‘Mrs Touchett, our head receptionist - she will help you. Alison’s not here this week; she’s on holiday but I’m sure she wouldn’t mind. I’ll tell Mrs Touchett.’

He picked up the phone and carefully pressed a button. ‘Ah, Mrs Touchett,’ he began nervously and paused. ‘Yes, I know. I know it’s taken a bit longer than.... gosh, is it? Has it really? Yes, I’ll press on. I want, err would like you to pull out one of Alison’s records for Dr Merridew, he’s from the Strategic Health Authority.’ He paused again. ‘Really, well he is here now. Yes, well do you recall,’ he knew she would - she read every record that any of the doctors wrote. She read everything about all the patients, so that she could, in her often-repeated opinion, ‘better gauge the degree of urgency and merit in any request for an appointment’.

‘About two or three weeks ago,’ he pressed on, ‘Alison dealt with a sudden death. I don’t recall the name, but I think it was a fisherman, or fish worker. There was another death, two in fact, associated but not our practice.’ He paused, ‘Mr Graham? Yes, that could be it, thank you. I’ll send him through now. Let him see the notes.’ 

There was a pause while Mrs Touchett could be heard to complain again about the time he had spent with Robbie and the impact on her waiting patients. 

‘Yes, send her in,’ he said finally. ‘Yes, I’ll apologise. Fifteen minutes, really!’ there was a pause and then a firmer, ‘Yes! Mrs Touchett!’ 

Robbie stood up, still holding his brief case firmly across his stomach with both hands. ‘You are very kind, Dr Alexander. I do appreciate your cooperation in this matter. I’m not sure of the full implications myself; these things often come to nothing, but sometimes, well you know how it is. Might make a difference.’ He smiled thinly again and nodded his head vigorously.

‘Mrs Touchett will help you,’ said the young doctor already distracted as he showed Robbie out and prepared his mind to greet a delayed patient. The pressure exerted by Mrs Touchett to get on with his list had dissolved any doubts that he may have had over allowing Robbie access to Alison’s medical notes. His final ‘Yes Mrs Touchett,’ however had an air about it, Robbie thought that suggested the redoubtable Mrs Touchett would not find that she could bully him very much longer. 

Robbie made his way back to the reception desk. Mrs Touchett had the notes out when he arrived but gave them to him grudgingly, lips tight, slightly disapproving. 

‘Mrs Touchett, you are very efficient,’ said Robbie, with the air of a busy professional bureaucrat acknowledging another. 

She warmed and offered him a seat before indicating the relevant entry. 

Back in his car, Robbie reviewed the photos on his phone that he had taken of the file and set off in search of lunch. He was accomplished and experienced in such deceits; adroit in adopting a persona to acquire information. However he found it a little stressful, and unwound when he could, by carefully observing a ritual of coffee stops or occasionally, lunch breaks. In the afternoon he would seek more background where he could. 

Back in the office in Andover following his ski training week, Walter sat at his desk and sifted through his emails. Now that he was back in the office confronting the backlog of issues, he was beginning to refocus.

The Snowy Escape Group’s skiing holiday had continued uneventfully. There were no more deaths. Some of the Party had accepted the opportunity to fly home but he majority who remained seemed almost to forget the tragedy of the first two days and, towards the end of the week, he had noticed, referred to it with almost abstract detachment. 

Clicking through his emails, one from Robbie caught Walter’s attention. Attached was a slim report. Calling to his secretary Sue for a coffee, Walter sprawled back in his chair and read. He noted that the report had been sent the previous evening, a Sunday. As he read through the evidence that Robbie had gathered from the local medical establishments, he relaxed, certain that everything was going to fall nicely into place. 

Without doubt this was going to prove a case of poisoning. The source would be traced through the fishermen, probably to a ship owner or possibly even to a factory or sewage outlet into the sea. It might be an ice manufacturer or perhaps a preservative supplier. Someone would be to blame. There were many lines of enquiry to follow up; nonetheless, this was going to be a good case with a clear verdict and apportionment of liability. Hopefully, everyone would be insured, and the insurers would settle with the victims’ relatives quickly and importantly, from Walter’s point of view, they would pay the investigators who had traced and brought everyone to the table. 

‘Sue,’ he called through again, ‘would you get hold of Robbie for me. Tell him to press on with the Snowy Escape Case with all haste. Tell him it all looks good and, well, he knows what to do. I’d like a report from him for the insurers as soon as possible. Tell him I’m very pleased.’ 

Turning back to his laptop, Walter resolved to clear as much as he could before he met with his senior staff at ‘Monday Prayers’ as he called the routine managers’ meeting that he chaired at the start of each week. 

Plymouth

Robbie drove slowly down the poorly surfaced lane that led to a yacht club and marina on Plymouth Sound. The investigation had taken him from the medical world to the fishing docks where he had traced the family of one fisherman who had died unexpectedly three weeks earlier. The family was in a tragic situation. A twenty-eight-year-old father of two young children had died with no life insurance, bequeathing this wife a mortgage and a bleak future. Curiously there was little to connect this dead fisherman with another who had also died recently in similar circumstances. They had sailed on different ships. However Robbie was confident that a connection would reveal itself. 

Dr Alexander had also mentioned a death on a yacht. The Web showed several marinas in the area around Plymouth. Robbie had selected this small one because he hoped people here might be less frosty and might even take time to gossip.

He pulled up to the wire fence that ran along one edge of the marina car park. Beyond it, he could see the strange assortment of equipment and partially dismantled boats that typically lean drunkenly on the dry-land areas of most busy boatyards. Ahead, he could see a portacabin office. 

He walked up a narrow concrete path to the door. ‘Is Mr Griffiths available?’ he enquired of a young woman beyond a high reception counter.

‘The Commander has slipped out, but he should be back soon,’ she smiled, sitting at a tidy desk within a cluttered office area. ‘Would you like to wait? Just shift some of that stuff onto the floor and use one of those seats there if you like.’ She indicated a row of wooden chairs strewn with sailing magazines. ‘Not that one in the corner, it’s got a funny leg. That’s it. I’ll make some tea in a minute; I’d quite like one myself. It’s so cold, don’t you think?’ 

Robbie smiled faintly. ‘You seem busy,’ he offered, glancing at the evidence of rather chaotic administration piled on almost every flat surface in the small office.

‘Yes, I’m afraid...’ she glanced around? ‘...Commander Griffiths has a rather...’ She paused. ‘...individual approach to administration. On reflection,’ she said glancing at her watch, ‘I don’t know where he can have got to? He should be back by now it’s... gosh! Is that the time! Where has the day gone? I must dash. I’m supposed to pick up his daughter and grandchildren in town at two o’clock if he isn’t back. You just sit there. I’m sure he won’t be long. He is in Court today.’ Then she added hurriedly, ‘It’s not him. It’s only to testify to the seaworthiness of ‘Misty’. That’s the yacht that was found adrift, the skipper taken ill, dead!’ 

Robbie looked up quickly as she skipped around the office collecting papers before finally, grabbing her iPad and placing everything on the high black counter. She swept her long hair from her face, picked up her coat and looked around before placing the small pile of documents and the iPad on top of a box folder. 

‘Can I help you with that?’ Robbie asked, standing up and moving towards the counter. ‘Here let me take those. I’ll carry them out to your car for you.’

‘Car! You jest,’ she laughed. ‘I’ve got the pick-up truck. The Commander has the car, the lucky devil.’ 

Robbie noticed that she managed to make this complaint of a small injustice sound as if she didn’t really mind. Robbie judged that she probably didn’t mind many of life’s occasional unfairnesses. There was just too much fun to be had to mind the odd irritation. Robbie warmed to her. For a moment, he wished that he could view the world in the same sunny way. 

As they approached the small muddy pick-up truck, the girl swore softly. ‘Oh bugger, I’ve left the keys. Just put that stuff on the bonnet. I’ll run back and find them. Hope I can remember where they are.’

Robbie watched her as she ran back towards the office and then searched around quickly. Picking up a discarded matchstick, he bent and pushed it firmly into the valve of the rear tyre. Standing, he looked around quickly, rubbing his hands on his trousers as he began to walk back towards the office. 

‘I’m sure he’ll be back any minute,’ shouted the girl as she ran past him towards the car park.’ Robbie watched as the truck reversed and sped off, winding between the deeper puddles in the car park and along the narrow track that led to the road. 

Checking his watch, Robbie waited for three minutes before walking back to his car. He turned right onto the main road and accelerated towards the city. After half a mile, once he had passed two junctions with traffic lights where he hoped she wouldn't have turned off, a sinking feeling developed in his stomach, and he began to doubt. Surely the Court would be in the city centre? Accelerating past a slow-moving car and staring ahead as far as he could, he had almost concluded that he had lost her when he saw the truck pulled up with the near side wheels on the grass verge. Accelerating, he made as if to pass then, at the last moment, glancing in the mirror, he braked suddenly and swerved to a halt. He reversed up to the pick-up that sat slightly awkwardly, half on the grass verge, with a flat tyre. Robbie climbed out. 

‘Oh dear, a flat... What a bummer. Can I help?’ 

‘Can you believe it, and I’m late,’ Sally said, looking at her watch. ‘Oh bugger, bugger, bugger!’ She walked around to the back of the truck and looked again hopelessly beneath the tailgate where the empty cradle testified to the lack of a spare wheel. She took out her phone.

‘Can I give you a lift anywhere perhaps?’ suggested Robbie, helpfully. ‘I’m in no hurry and the... em, Commander’s grandchildren?’ He trailed off.

‘Bloody hell! Christ, gosh, Mary and the kids. Would you? That’s so kind. Saved my life!’ 

Robbie reached in and removed the truck’s ignition keys and locked the doors. 

‘I must take those files, Mr...?’

‘Robbie, Robbie McFarland,’ he said unlocking the door again and gathering up the small bundle of files that had spread across the front seat.

As they filtered through the traffic towards the city centre, Robbie could inquire after the story behind the yacht ‘Misty’ and Commander Griffiths’ testimony in the Coroner’s Court. Fortuitous indeed.
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1980


Cynthia Finchley-Powell MP

House of Commons

London 

BBC Broadcasting House

Portland Place 

London 

22 November 1980

Dear Mrs Finchley-Powell, 

You are invited to take part in the BBC Television programme, ‘Question Time’ A TV debate, hosted by Robin Day on BBC 2 on the evening of the 29November. You should be aware that this debate will be transmitted live. We cannot therefore advise on the topics that will be discussed during the programme. We will be...



She read on. 

In British media, as in many countries no doubt, there are programmes that carry considerable weight and can significantly influence public opinion. ‘Question Time’ was such a programme. An invitation to take part was an opportunity for Cynthia, as a rising politician to display her talents in testing company before a discerning sector of both the electorate and her peers in the Party. Ministers, journalists, important people from industry and lobbyists appeared regularly on the programme. It was a fact that how she performed would be known immediately across the ‘Westminster Village’. 

She smiled. Her father was a strange creature. It was no coincidence that this opportunity should arise at this juncture and so soon after their recent discussion. It was also characteristic that he should conjure up an opportunity whereby she could help herself rather than merely receive his assistance. They had not discussed it, but she had rather anticipated that a broadsheet newspaper might publish an article on her that emphasised her strengths, potential and successes but a profile opportunity appearance on this TV debate was a good alternative. 

She was putting some final touches to the report on the Wisely Amendment that her committee had completed, when there was a tap at the door of the small House of Commons office she shared. Considering the volume and the importance of some work carried out by Members of Parliament elected to govern in the world’s oldest modern democracy, the office space and clerical back-up available in the Victorian building that houses the Commons Chamber reflected the amateur, aristocratic origins of Parliament as an exclusive men’s club rather than a modern, national administration.

‘Who is it?’ she said without looking up.

‘It is I, Cynthia.’ The air-dried tone of Bernard Watership, the Chief Whip. 

‘Bernard, how nice. Do come in. A seat? Here, let me clear a space for you.’ Cynthia felt uneasy but sought to conceal the falseness in her cheerful welcome. Few MPs could genuinely feel at ease with any of the Whips. A form of ‘prefect’ in the House, they posed as ‘one of the boys’ and yet in truth were trustees only of the Party leader. They moved and lurked in quiet corners, routinely applying pressure accurately to individual MP’s career ambitions. In essence, they ensured that most MPs toed the ‘Party line.’ 

‘Can I tempt you with a glass of sherry, Bernard?’ smiled Cynthia, threading her way across the tiny office to the small ledge that served as a drink’s cabinet. 

‘Thank you, Cynthia. You know the way to my heart,’ quipped the Chief Whip, perfectly aware opinion held that if he had a heart, few if any junior MP had ever found a reliable route to it. 

‘Cynthia, you should know that we,’ he paused, ‘that is our masters, are taking a particular interest in you. We wish you to cut your teeth a little further on a few bits of work. I’m sure you know what I mean? You are being spoken well of in high places. We have an important test for you.’ 

‘Well Bernard, that is good news indeed,’ smiled Cynthia. ‘Am I to know how... in what way, I shall be.... tested?’

Bernard studied her coolly, then cracked his face. ‘Something well within your capabilities.  I believe that chairing a further committee and stewarding the odd Bill through the House will be sufficient.’

‘Of course I shall do what I can Bernard. I’m ready for greater things and will relish the opportunity. A little more?’ she smiled, glancing at his glass. 

‘No, indeed,’ he murmured, almost regretfully. ‘I must earn a crust,’ he rose and moved to the door. Turning, he looked at her penetratingly. For a second Cynthia thought he might open out, perhaps make an unguarded observation or ask a question but his eyes hooded. The mask was once again in place. ‘Good day.’ He pulled the door to as he slipped into the corridor.

Good things were stirring in her career, she mused. The Prime Minister might have initiated the opportunity signalled moments ago by the Chief Whip. She was to steward a Bill toward the floor of the House. It would involve her in presenting some subject in the Chamber. Perhaps it would be a Private Member’s Bill but success in such matters was not as straightforward as it might seem. A Bill’s success or failure, unless unopposed and with Government support, is determined only by dint of considerable negotiation and lobbying among Members. It required give and take between colleagues who had also their favoured petitions. She ran through in her mind the people she might reasonably count on for support. Many would be those to whom she had already lent her support and who would in return give the nod to her. 

She needed a slightly higher profile in the House, she reflected. This was something particularly hard to achieve without finding oneself marginalised with the cranks and Party extremists. She had already skilfully navigated her way through some of the Parliamentary Committee work which was an important if unglamorous foundation to a politician’s career. As she sat at her desk, a strategy formed in her mind. 
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2015

Plymouth 

Robbie whistled gently as he drove in the remnants of the early evening rush hour traffic that percolated from Plymouth city centre. As the traffic lights changed, he accelerated smoothly, picking up speed on the clearer roads. He glanced at his watch. He had nearly fifteen minutes before he was due to meet Sally from the Marina. 

After he had given her a lift from her pick-up, disabled beside the road, she had begun to tell him a little about the story of the yacht ‘Misty.’ Before she had told him much however, they had picked up Commander Griffith’s daughter with her two noisy young children and further light-hearted interrogation of the subject became impossible. Risking a firm rejection as he dropped her off at a garage, Robbie had suggested meeting up again that evening. She had given him a quizzical look and he had thought she was going to refuse. 

‘I’m working alone in town for just a few days,’ he explained. ‘Bring a friend if you like.’ He felt that his invitation might seem inappropriate - too forward – and he was desperate to avoid a refusal. 

‘We can go to your local pub if you prefer,’ he continued quickly before she could refuse. ‘Oh God.... This isn’t coming out very well... a bit clumsy. No! I apologise. Perhaps I shouldn’t have asked.’ He had felt himself redden and flounder. She was an attractive girl and unlikely to be picked up by what he now recognised must seem some sort of salesman on the loose for a few nights. 

Suddenly she had laughed out loud. ‘Brilliant! I love watching a guy getting into a tizz asking someone out. The answer is ‘no’, I’m washing my hair, ironing a dress and then meeting someone rather interesting for a drink in the Yacht Club Bar.’ She glanced at him again. ‘However, why don’t you join us for a quick drink before we go off to a restaurant. I’m sure he won’t mind?’ 

Robbie was pretty sure that the poor guy, whoever he was, might feel a little disappointed to discover that the young women he was planning to impress had invited another man to join them. 

Sally smiled. ‘We’ll be there, the Yacht Club, from about 8.30, so if you’re still at a loose end and haven’t swept anyone else off their feet...’ She smiled again at his discomfort. ‘It will be fun to see you.’ With this, she had opened the car door and elegantly swung her legs out. Closing the door, she had smiled and waggled her fingers at him in a farewell wave. 

Grimacing with embarrassment, Robbie had raised his hand in return and watched her walk across the garage forecourt, intending to arrange for a mechanic to repair the pick-up. He imagined that some guy was about to find himself charmed into stopping whatever he was doing and spending the remainder of his day helping a pretty girl in distress. 

‘It’s what makes the world go around,’ murmured Robbie to himself later that evening as he turned from the main road into the rough lane that led down to the marina. As he pulled onto the car park, he saw the lights of the sailing club bar beyond the now darkened portacabin office he had visited earlier in the day. Walking from his car, he felt the evening breeze bring the background suck and growl of small surf breaking gently on a pebble shoreline. 

He entered the club just before 8.30, ordered a drink and leaned back with his elbows on the bar. Glancing around, he took in the cliché of bottle-glass windows, mock beams and upward lighting. There were several small groups. One group across the room was dressed most casually, almost untidily. They talked in an animated way. Robbie imagined they had landed from a yacht, and this was their first night ashore after an ocean crossing. He imagined the dress-standard outrage of the blazered committee members

‘Hello.’ Robbie turned to meet Sally’s wide eyes and smiling mouth. 

Silenced, he was amazed at her transformation from the fresh-faced, trousered, scruffiness of the afternoon into this slim and composed beauty. She looked at him expectantly. 

Wishing that he had taken greater care over his own appearance before coming out, Robbie was aware acutely of a sense of his own clumsy inelegance. Feeling wooden, he offered her a drink. ‘Did you get the pick-up fixed?’ he asked, struggling for calm and to conceal how unsettled he felt. 

‘Bloody wonderful! I spend two hours getting dressed to kill and the first man I speak to asks after my pick-up truck.’ She laughed.

Before he could prevent himself, Robbie apologised. He hadn’t experienced this blushing, dry-mouthed awkwardness since he was a youth on his first few dates. He felt consumed by a sense of inadequacy.

‘My, you look just fantastic, Sally,’ purred a rich voice from behind Robbie and to his right. He turned towards a tall, well-built man, dressed in a quiet but expensive way, smiling at Sally comfortably.

He turned to Robbie and stretched out his hand. ‘Hello. Grieve Carson.’ Before Robbie could reply, Grieve had returned his attention to Sally. ‘Well, a transformation, Cinderella. I am struck dumb.’

Robbie suspected that this was a man who was never stricken dumb by anything, or short of a crafted compliment. 

‘You big ponce, Grieve. Say hello to Robbie properly and stop trying to frighten him away,’ giggled Sally with an ease and lightness that offered no offense and yet addressed directly the tension that threatened to build between the two men. 

‘Robbie, rude of me,’ said Grieve, turning to Robbie and smiling. ‘Overwhelmed, I forgot my manners... nice to meet you. I’m a fairly new club member.’ Robbie felt his hand grasped firmly. Totally composed, Sally’s companion looked into his eyes. 

‘I’m on the bell, Grieve. Can I get you something?’ said Robbie striving to conquer a rising feeling of being second best. He placed one hand on the bar, grateful for its support and looked towards the barman. 

Robbie paid and followed the others towards one of the alcove tables. He watched as these two rather beautiful people walked ahead of him, Sally  a short, black dress that stretched across her hips and slim legs. With her dark hair pinned partly up to show her neck, he thought she looked simply stunning. 

The conversation flowed politely with Sally making much of the running, asking questions, trying to involve Robbie. After a short while Grieve returned to the bar to replenish their drinks. 

While they were alone, Robbie took the opportunity to speak. ‘Sally, this is very uncomfortable and not fair on you and Grieve. I am going to leave in a minute, but I must see you. I have something I want to talk to you about. Could we meet? Can I come around to see you?’ He felt awkward again but continued to look at her. ‘Or a phone number?’ 

Sally looked at him for a second and then without saying anything took a pen from her small bag and wrote down her mobile number on a bar mat. Robbie put the scrap of card into his pocket, trying to subdue a further feeling of awkwardness. 

‘You do look wonderful by the way,’ said Robbie looking at her directly. ‘I am sorry that I said nothing when you walked in but, the change from this afternoon; it was simply breath-taking.’ 

‘Ah, thank you Grieve,’ said Robbie rising. ‘It has been nice to have met you, but I must go. Have a pleasant evening. Grieve inclined his head with a flicker of a smile as if acknowledging Robbie’s gesture in retiring early. As he opened the door to leave, Robbie glanced back but they were already deep in conversation.
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1993

London

The morning was overcast and the wind jabbed at the tree outside the apartment window. Cynthia lay in bed watching the early sunlight dapple the ceiling. Nigel was already up. She wondered whether he was working or would bring her tea. Hours earlier she had writhed, uncomfortable in the pre-dawn. She recalled the radio alarm showing 4.22am, and had wished it were time to get up. Now at 7am, she could lie still and doze. She thought of the up-coming television programme. She’d been in many over the years, however, a little adrenalin rinsed her mind. She was awake. She showered and, looking in the mirror, considered whether she should visit her hair salon for some minor attention. TV make-up, she would need to adjust. She considered her nails and whether to wear a suit or dress. She reviewed the other panellists in her mind. TV makes you look heavier, she mused. She was thicker in the waist than she had been when first she had appeared on TV many years ago. She would avoid a suit she concluded; most in her wardrobe now folded a little tightly across her hips when she was sitting? She glanced down at the reflection of her neck and recognised regretfully that age now guided her towards a high-neck blouse. In the mirror, her gaze flicked towards her wardrobe and in her mind she rifled the clothes hanging there. Her hair was dry, but she continued to primp it.

‘Tea! Where do you want it?’ called Nigel cruising into the room with a small tray. He was dressed in suit trousers and slippers. She appraised him as she did most days and wondered where she had left her mobile phone. 

‘I’ll be slightly late this evening,’ said Nigel, ‘Farewell to... well someone. I must check and make a note. Not sure who will say, Well done, you’ll be missed etc, hope it’s not me. I’d better check.’ He bared yellowing teeth in the bathroom mirror and patted his pockets. ‘Have you any cash? No, don’t worry. I’ll get some. Might need to buy drinks.’

Cynthia looked at Nigel over her shoulder in the mirror. ‘Tonight, I’ll be on the box again. You do remember? I’ll want feedback. Set the video and use the tape with my other broadcasts.’ 

‘Mm, you’ll be good. You know you will. You always are,’ he murmured as he came across and stood behind her, his chin above her shoulder. He looked at her reflection, his arms lightly around her waist. Cynthia raised her arms to push her fingers into her hair, leaning forward slightly so his shirt barely touched her.

A taxi hooted and Nigel swept away calling, ‘goodbye. See you tonight.’ Cynthia walked to the full-length mirror and appraised herself dispassionately, as she did routinely, reflecting on the many other TV appearances she had made over the last decade and more. 
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2015

Plymouth 

In his hotel room, Robbie sat on the edge of the bed, his hair on end. He could still taste Indian food. He stretched, scratched, got to his feet and peered into the mirror above the tiny sink. He rubbed his teeth with a finger, his chin rasped against his hand. He reached for his watch and put it on as he ran water into the basin, looked down for a moment, switched off the tap, removed his watch and opened the door to the shower. 

As he towelled himself, he glanced at the change from his pockets, scattered on the bureau beside the TV. A torn piece of beer mat showed a phone number, and he felt a tingle. He thought of Sally. How had her evening finished? Better than an Indian takeaway and the late film. He smiled wryly. 

By 8.30 am he had emailed an update report to Walter, describing what he knew of the Misty. He explained that he would follow it up today. He didn’t mention Sally or his uncomfortable meeting with her and what’s-his-name, Grieve, the previous evening. After a glance at his watch, he dialled Sally’s mobile number. It rang out and he lingered to listen to her invitation to leave a message. He reviewed the notes that he had drafted from a Google search of the words ‘Yacht Misty.’ 

After a barely adequate breakfast, Robbie walked briskly through the gusting wind across the car park from the hotel reception
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