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For you. And everything that makes it worth it.

This story contains a storyline some may find triggering.




Prologue

Robyn

28 February, Secret Location

‘Hello, Mr Fikowsky,’ I say when my former social worker finally prises his eyelids apart.

‘Whaaaa—?’ he mumbles, trying to remember how to speak.

‘You scared me there. I thought I’d hit you too hard or in the wrong spot or something. You’ve been out for quite a few hours.’

He blinks his bleary eyes and then moans loudly because the pain in his skull has obviously just made contact with every single nerve in his pain centres and they are not playing nicely together. He moves his right hand to his head, trying to check the areas of particular tenderness even though all of it hurts. He realises quickly that he can’t touch his head. He can’t in fact move either of his hands because he is tied to a chair in the middle of the darkened space we are in.

I watch terror bolt across his face, pooling in his eyes – he’s just discovered his feet are bound to the chair, too.

‘Who are you?’ he demands. ‘What do you want from me? I don’t have any money.’

‘I don’t want your money, Mr Fikowsky,’ I reassure. ‘I want something far more valuable.’

‘What are you talking about? What do you want? I demand you let me go. Right now!’

I step into the light then. Allow him to see me, dressed all in black from my skin-tight jeggings to my black T-shirt to my black utility jacket, my hood up and my neck scarf in place over my nose and mouth.

He quivers, properly scared now. Now he feels what I felt every time I knew he was in the children’s home. Now he knows what it feels like when someone cruelly exercises the power they have over you.

‘Please, please don’t hurt me,’ he begs. ‘Please.’

‘That all rather depends on whether you answer my questions in the way I need you to or not.’

‘Please, I haven’t done anything.’

‘We both know that’s not true,’ I say. ‘But we’re not here about that. I have some very specific questions. If you answer them, I’ll let you go.’

‘Please, I don’t know anything about anything,’ he begs.

‘But that’s just it – you do. You told me years and years ago that you do.’

I pull down my hood, take my hat off and shove it into my coat pocket, then I lower the black snood from round my face. ‘Hello, Mr Fikowsky,’ I say with a wide smile.

‘You!’ he says. ‘I know you!’

‘You sure do.’

‘Untie me this instant! How dare you! Untie me!’

‘Weren’t you listening to me? I told you very clearly that I would let you go when you give me the answers I need.’

‘Untie me, you silly little bitch!’

My shoulders sag. He used to call me that and other stuff when we were alone. He obviously hasn’t changed his attitude towards me, so that means we’re doing this the hard way. I move out of the circle of light and grab the silver trolley, wheel it into view. I stop it right in front of Mr Fikowsky. It has an array of dental tools as well as a hammer and a screwdriver, a wrench and pliers, and a few other D.I.Y. tools, including a blowtorch.

‘I hoped it wouldn’t come to this. But you tossing around the B word like that means this is clearly needed.’

I pick up the pliers, hold them right up as I examine them, moving them this way and that, making sure Mr Fikowsky sees them, properly sees them. I know the exact moment when he understands what he is seeing, the precise second when all the scenarios about what I might do with them click into place in his brain. I know because that’s when he sits completely still, when he stops being angry and indignant, when he stops thinking he can bully me into being fourteen again so I’ll comply with his every demand. It’s when he becomes very, very afraid.

I finally have his full, focused attention.

‘Now, Mr Fikowsky,’ I say, approaching him with the pliers, ‘where the fuck is my father?’




Part 1




Kez

18 March, Brighton

‘So, which international agent of mystery will be spilling their guts on your therapy couch today?’ my husband asks from the other side of the kitchen. ‘James Bond? Whatshisname from Spooks? Or I know’ – he clicks his fingers – ‘is it Danger Mouse?’

I’ve been staring into space, I think, and haven’t offered him even the smallest morsel of conversation since Zoey and Jonah went upstairs to get ready for school. Jeb is obviously trying again to lift me out of the fug I’m in and bring me into the present with him.

‘Something like that,’ I say with a smile before I take a sip of matcha green tea from the pitch-black mug our twelve-year-old made in DT class. ‘Although Danger Mouse doesn’t sit still long enough for me to get a proper read on him.’

Jeb smirks, throws down the white dishcloth that he’s been wiping the sides down with and comes to the table, pulls over a chair to sit closer to me. ‘No, seriously, what are you up to today?’

Without moving my slightly bowed head, I lift my eyes to meet his beautiful liquid brown eyes. We hold each other’s gaze for a beat too long, a moment too tense before I lower my eye line to contemplate the pale green-brown liquid that’s been rendered black by the colour of my cup. I don’t want to say it because it feels like it’s the only thing I say to him nowadays when he asks me about my work. But I have to.

‘Let me guess: you can’t tell me,’ he states.

‘I’m interviewing today,’ I say, deciding to give him something. I hate having to keep things from him. It feels alien, wrong. Since we got together properly over fifteen years ago, he has known almost everything about me. I haven’t hesitated to share everything with him. But when I accepted this job at Insight, a government-adjacent organisation of psychologists and profilers, I signed all sorts of documents that make it impossible to be as open with him as usual. And besides, with all the things I’ve been through as part of this job and my previous, related job, I know that it’s better – safer – for him not to know. ‘It’s the final stage of the interviews. We’ve been talking to them for three months. And this is the residential bit. They’re here for three days with all sorts of intense stuff to do.’

‘Three months? Must be a big job.’

‘Must be,’ I mumble into the depths of my cup.

‘Do you know who you want to get the job?’ Jeb asks.

‘As with most things I do, it’s more a case of who I don’t want to get the job. Or, rather, who shouldn’t get the job but probably will because the other people will want that particular psychopath over another, despite what I say.’

‘How many other people are there on the interview panel?’

I think about it for a moment. I can tell him this, I decide. It won’t make any difference if I tell him that. ‘Seven in total.’

‘Seven? That’s a lot of interviewers.’

‘Well, it’s a very high—’ Ah, nope, can’t say any more about that. I shrug in the place of words.

If it bothers him that I’ve suddenly stopped talking, he doesn’t show it. ‘What are the other interviewers like?’

‘What are they like? Well . . . the lead interviewer is Ben Horson. He’s . . . Well, he keeps calling me “Miss” and treats me like I’m only there to take the minutes and make the tea instead of, you know, psychologically profile the person in front of me to make sure they’re not too much of a menace to be put into a position of power. And when I do make tea, he never says thank you. To be fair, virtually none of the other men do. They kind of assume either I or Sumaira, the other woman on the panel, will make the tea and they never say thank you.’

‘You make tea?’

‘Yes?’

‘You. Make tea?’ Jeb’s divinely full lips twitch with amusement. ‘I’d pay real money to see that in action.’

‘What you implying? I can make tea!’ I declare. ‘I make tea all the time.’

‘Oh, I know you can make tea. I’m just . . . surprised you make it for someone who demands it of you, doesn’t say thank you and treats you like the help. I’m . . . surprised you don’t just dash it on their laps and walk out.’

Not as surprised as I am, that’s for sure. ‘Yeah, well, needs must.’

‘And what need is that?’ he asks, pointedly.

Can’t tell you that, either, I think, so I lower my head a little more closely to the cup I have my hands wrapped around. My morning brew is rapidly cooling, the bitter scent of green tea and matcha disappearing as its temperature drops. ‘Sumaira is a funny one,’ I say instead. I can talk about the people, just not the job or the interviewees for the job. Or what I’ve found out that has me sitting here fretting rather than going into the office. ‘She’s a literal enigma. She seems really demure and gentle, lots of glossy black hair, nose ring, intricate henna tattoos on her hands, but she has some shady special-forces stuff going on in her background – I’m sure of it. And the fact they didn’t say exactly which department she worked for, just mumbled something about security and moved on, tells me there is so much going on there.

‘And then there’s Ed Baxter. He’s all right actually. Over the last three months he’s actually made me tea.’

‘Oh yeah?’ Jeb asks innocently, even though his interest has been piqued.

‘Yes, dear husband, he’s made Sumaira and me tea. And has never asked us to make him one, unless we offered.’ I side-eye my husband’s moment of high alert that there might be another man on the scene. I mean, after being married to me all this time, you’d think he’d credit me with it taking more than a cup of posh Tetley and nice biscuits to turn my head. ‘There are a couple of others. Andres Neimeyer is boring as all hell. And he speaks so slowly. I’m always wanting to speed him up. And then there’s Lou Langley who never speaks unless it’s to demand a cup of tea. That’s literally all he says. Even in our post-interview debriefs he just sits there not saying a thing, just pulling faces.’

‘They sound like a delightful group. And what about Dennis?’

My entire being – body and mind – becomes rigid, tense, at the mere mention of the man who runs Insight. The man who I’d been forced to make a deal with that saw me going back to work for him as his deputy late last year. I hate his name being in Jeb’s mouth. I hate his name being spoken into the atmosphere of our house. I don’t want him to infect my home like he has infected my working life. Few things push me right to the cliff edge of sanity, but talking about him is one of them.

‘What about him?’ I ask quietly.

‘Is he in on these interviews?’

‘He’s always in these interviews. Even if he’s not in the room for the earlier stages, he watches via a live feed from elsewhere in the building. But today he’ll sit in.’ Today he’ll sit in the corner, not saying anything, just observing.

My tea is cold now and I’ve lost my taste for it because I’m thinking about and talking about that man. I’ve known Dennis pretty much as long as I’ve known Jeb, and how much I hate him is inversely proportional to how much I love Jeb. Dennis Chambers sours everything. Everything. I carefully place the cup on the table, return to staring into space. Unexpectedly, Jeb’s long fingers cover my hand, a warm, gentle touch that startles me. Our hands – like our bodies and minds – have always fitted like they were created to be together. It sounds soft and a bit woo-woo to think like that, but ever since I met him at a house party back in 1998, I’ve always thought that he and I were meant to be together.

‘Do they have guns?’ he asks unexpectedly.

‘Why do you ask that?’

‘Just curious.’

‘They’re not supposed to and we’re all technically searched before we enter the interview room . . .’

‘But?’

‘But I’ve seen flashes of firearms before, so clearly some searches are more equal than others. Although, for the people meant to be doing the searches, they’re kind of in a tough spot . . . I mean, if the big boss of one of the top departments wants to carry a gun, are you – Mr Security Guard – going to stop him or are you going to decide you didn’t see nuffink?’

Jeb is silent, just nods, clearly disturbed by this revelation. ‘Why would they take a gun to an interview, though?’

‘Who knows? I suspect it’s a silent threat. A show of strength? Like, you know, look at me, I can be dangerous, don’t mess? Something like that.’

Jeb is silent again, nodding like before. ‘You were whimpering in your sleep again last night,’ he says gently, his hand squeezing mine as though trying to comfort and reassure me. ‘What were you dreaming about?’

The dream unfurls in my mind: ‘PICK UP THE GUN, KEZ!’ Brian Kershaw’s deathly, ghost-white face screams at me. ‘Pick up the gun, Kez!’ I shake my head, no. I’m not going to do it. I’m not going to pick it up. Brian’s near-skeletal hand grabs my hand, forces it towards the gun that is lying on the ground. It’s the gun that has just blasted a hole in his chest, and I don’t want to touch it. I don’t even want to be near it. ‘Pick up the gun, Kez!’ he screams. ‘PICK IT UP!’

I force the memory of the dream away and say: ‘I . . . erm . . . I don’t properly remember.’ My husband doesn’t need to know that my friend who was shot dead twenty-two years ago has begun to invade my dreams; that every night he comes to see me while I’m asleep and tells me in different ways to pick up the gun that killed him. Jeb doesn’t need to know that I have no escape, no respite from Brian and how and why he died.

‘Kez—’

RINGGGGG . . . My mobile, lying face down on the table beside our hands, intones, interrupting the moment. I withdraw my hand from his, and pick up the phone.

Unknown number calling . . .

flashes on the screen. I check the kitchen clock, the watch on my wrist and the oven clock. All of them say that I should have been in my office, at my desk, over an hour ago.

‘I have to go,’ I tell Jeb.

‘Can you just wait a second?’

‘I really can’t. I have to go.’

‘Kez—’

‘Mum, how many GCSEs do you have?’ Zoey asks, wandering into the kitchen, closely followed by Jonah. Both of them are wearing uniforms that are too small, Jonah especially looks like an international rugby player who has poured himself into a suit for a formal dinner. I make a mental note to scour the parents’ forums to find preloved items that will see them through to the end of the year.

‘Why do you want to know?’ I reply.

‘We were just wondering. Jonah thinks it’s three but I think it’s four. Or even five.’

‘You cheeky mares! I’ve got ten. Or is it eleven? Well, anyway, it’s double figures.’

They both look at each other, clearly not an ounce of belief between them. ‘Name them,’ Jonah says.

‘Name them?’ I reply.

‘Yes,’ my daughter says, ‘name them.’

‘Come on, Kez, name them,’ Jeb adds, smirking.

‘Don’t you start!’ I protest.

‘Come on, Mum. If it’s all like you say, just name them and we can all go about our business nice and easy,’ Jonah states reasonably.

‘It was a long time ago, but OK, I’ve got: Biology, Chemistry, three English—’

‘How can you have three English GCSEs?’ Zoey interjects.

‘Yes, Kez, how?’ Jeb ribs.

He and I have discussed this before and he never quite believes me when I explain: ‘It’s English Language, English Lit and Spoken English. You had to get your English Language to get your Spoken English, which was a separate half-hour exam. But if you didn’t get your English Language, then you didn’t get your Spoken English, no matter how well you did.’

Jonah and Zoey look at each other, then at me. ‘Nah, we’re not having that,’ they both say at the same time.

‘You don’t have to “have it”. I’ve got a certificate somewhere. It’s a separate exam. Separate mark. So, where are we?’

‘Five, if you count “Spoken English”,’ Jeb says.

‘And, as we have established, we are counting Spoken English. Then I have History, Maths, French, RS and one more . . .’ My memory fails me. ‘Eek, I can’t remember.’

‘It obviously wasn’t Geography,’ my son says.

‘What do you mean?’ I ask, offended.

They all fall about laughing. ‘You’re so bad at Geography, Mum,’ Zoey says, recovering first. ‘You never know anything!’

I can’t really argue with that, but I try anyway: ‘That is not true. I know stuff! I know lots of Geography stuff. Like oxbow lakes and . . . long-shore drift! Coastal erosion!’ I’m dragging all of that from my memory of their homework past, of course. ‘See, I know Geography stuff. I could well have a GCSE in it.’

‘What’s the capital of Kazakhstan?’ Jonah asks.

I want to shake an outraged fist at him as I glance from one expectant face to another, all of them waiting for an answer, none of them willing to give me a break or a hint. ‘Oh, would you look at the time. I have to get to work,’ I say, getting to my feet and grabbing my phone and car keys. ‘It’s a shame I haven’t got time to answer your question right now. I mean, I’d love to. But, you know, work and everything.’

‘Don’t worry, Mum,’ Zoey says with a smile that comes from somewhere intrinsically evil, I’m sure, ‘we’ll just pick up where we left off, tonight.’

‘And no searching it up on the internet,’ Jeb says as I kiss each of them goodbye.

‘Would I?’ I ask, aghast that my husband would suggest such a thing.

‘Would you indeed,’ Jeb says, receiving my kiss, but holding on to my fingers a little longer after my lips brush his cheek. He hasn’t forgotten the conversation we started earlier. I haven’t, either, but the difference between us is that while I know it’s probably necessary we have it, I also know that we should absolutely leave it alone.

‘Capital of Kazakhstan, Mum, can’t wait to hear your answer tonight,’ Jonah calls. ‘Can’t wait.’

‘Yeah, neither can I,’ I call back, wondering how I’m going to find out the answer to stop the Geography shaming that’s obviously coming my way.




Robyn

1 January, Secret Location

Just so we’re clear, this isn’t a confession.

What I am writing here is my last will and testament.

By the time all of this is over, I, Robyn ‘Avril’ Managa, will be dead. Right now, writing this, I am OK with that. I suppose I have to be. You don’t start down the path I am currently on and expect to survive. I have to do this, though.

I have to find my father.

I haven’t seen him in twelve years. And I have no clue where he is. I don’t even know if he’s still alive. There is a group of people who do know where he is. They helped him to disappear and now I need them to help me find him.

I am writing this to give my side of the story. To help you understand why I have to do this. And that’s why it’s not a confession. A confession means I think I’m guilty, that I believe the ends do not justify the means. That’s not true. I have tried in every way I know to find him. I have knocked on so many doors, run so many searches, begged the people I know who could help me, but nothing.

Nothing.

I have to find him. I can’t put it off any longer.

So I am going to make the people who could help but won’t, help me. By any means necessary.

Let me be honest right here and say that I’m not going to tell you everything. I can’t. That’s the long and the short of it. There are other people involved that I need to protect. So if anyone finds this before I’ve found my father, I need to do everything I can to keep their identities hidden and their lives safe. I know that sounds overly dramatic, but that’s just the way it is. When it comes to other people, I can’t afford to be reckless.

What else is there to say at this moment? Nothing, I suppose, except: before things go too far, or get too out of hand, I hope they give him to me.

I really hope they do.




Kez

18 March, Brighton

I pull into my parking spot in the underground car park of the building where Insight is situated, knowing that even though it’s early, I’m late. Which means I have to practically run through security on the ground floor, flashing my pass, and then run-walk-wheeze-pause-run-walk-almost-collapse-get-a-second-wind-run-wheeze up to the twelfth floor.

Insight is a government-ish organisation now located on the east side of central Brighton. I call it a government-ish or a government-adjacent entity because Insight isn’t actually, officially a government department. We’re based in this shiny, newly established government building in the financial district of Brighton, and our wages are paid from government money, but we’re technically an independent group of specially recruited psychologists, therapists, behavioural scientists and profilers who are tasked with assisting the government and intelligence services in many different capacities. Various departments come to Insight for assistance with various problems that no one else can or will help with. Sometimes Insight helps with interviewee evaluation, sometimes with criminal profiling, sometimes agent mental fitness assessments, sometimes we assist the police on certain types of crimes. Sometimes we provide therapy for those who are traumatised or emotionally unsettled as a result of their work in the intelligence services. Sometimes we just advise on how to frame messaging of a particular government campaign. We are a broad church operation, with a vast remit, even though, technically, we don’t exist.

I started working here last October, after I made a deal with the devil that is Dennis. I was in a no-win situation, literally with a gun to my head, and Dennis helped me out on the understanding that I would work for him again. I’d met him when I was twenty-two and recruited to the Human Insight Unit, Dennis’s original department in London, and he had done everything he could to stop me leaving when I had decided it was time to be on my merry way out. But after the incident where Brian was killed, Dennis had no choice – he had to let me go. So when, years later, I walked back into his life asking for help, it was too good an opportunity to pass up to force me to work with him again.

I dash into the lower level of the open-plan office with space and banks of desks for forty people. They are all empty, the computers and phones waiting patiently for people to arrive and bring them to life. Dennis is in his glass-walled office, next to mine, and he impassively watches me take the steps two at a time to the mezzanine level where our offices are located. He nods a curt ‘good morning’ to me as I pass his office, and I pretend not to see it so I can ignore him.

Sumaira Wilson, who I was just telling Jeb about, is sitting on the low yellow sofa in my office when I enter. I met her three months ago when Insight was asked to help with recruiting a replacement head for one of the most secret departments in the intelligence services. The man who originally had the job had lost his wife and children in a fire at the family home and had been signed off long-term sick. Because his family’s deaths had been deemed potentially suspicious and were still being investigated, the official story about his departure was that he had been given a position overseas. We were finally at the end of a very long and arduous process, with the final three candidates being interviewed today.

‘Sorry, sorry,’ I say to Sumaira as she uncrosses her legs and stands in her high, high heels. She smooths down her A-line skirt, pulls her black leather jacket into place and slightly adjusts the large bow of her pink silk blouse that sits at her throat. She then bends to retrieve the box file that was sitting next to her on the sofa. It contains everything I need for today’s interviews and she smiles as she goes to hand it to me.

Instead of taking it from her, I hesitate, then I take a step back away from her. Once I take possession of this box, I will be putting myself on a particular trajectory that will be virtually impossible to divert myself away from. Once I take this file, I’ll be accepting that I am a real part of Insight, not – as I try to convince myself every day – just visiting until I can somehow escape. Once I take this file, I’ll be admitting to myself that I will probably be doing this job for ever, because everything will become set in stone.

‘Can I ask you something before you give me this?’ I say.

‘Of course,’ Sumaira replies pleasantly.

‘Do you know what the capital of Kazakhstan is?’

She knits together her eyebrows, eyeing me suspiciously. ‘Yes, of course. Doesn’t everyone?’

‘You’d think, wouldn’t you?’ I say. ‘I mean, can you believe there are people out there who don’t know?’

‘I’ll see you in the meeting,’ she says, and pushes the box file even closer to me.

I have no choice. I have to, reluctantly, relieve her of the burden. I have to effectively seal my fate.




Robyn

From Robyn’s Last Will & Testament

Devoted family man kidnapped, wife killed after armed robbers raid Sussex home

By Ted Hartley

16 July 2012

A 12-year-old girl has been left devastated, feared orphaned, after masked robbers raided her home, killing her mother and kidnapping her father. The girl, who cannot be named to protect her identity, is said to have called the police after sitting with her mother’s body for several hours.

Police say the brave youngster told them how her mother had tried to protect her from the intruders, after they tied up her father. The girl went on to say that after killing her mother, the four masked men beat her father and then took him with them when they left.

The break-in occurred while the girl’s mother was cooking dinner and the devoted father, 40, was helping her with her homework. Although Mr X is understood to have had a high-level job in a large corporation, police are investigating suggestions that Mrs X, also 40, may have known the armed thugs, who are thought to have been from London.

The young girl is understood to be in the care of family and friends, who have all rallied round and are praying for the safe return of Mr X, described by those who know him as devoted to his family, hard-working and selfless. ‘He was a pillar of the community,’ said one neighbour, who prefers to remain anonymous. ‘This has rocked our neighbourhood and it will take a long time to recover.’

Another neighbour, who also prefers to remain anonymous, added that Mrs X hadn’t integrated with the community like her husband had. ‘She seemed like a very private person who didn’t want to spend too much time around us. I think she missed London and the people there.’

Police are appealing for any witnesses who may have seen or heard anything at the family’s semi-remote home in Sussex to contact them on the number below.

Picture caption: Mr and Mrs X with their daughter during happier times. (Faces obscured to preserve anonymity)

A lot of people will know my story without realising it, because names, most photos and the exact location were all withheld to protect me. There was a fear the kidnappers might come back, might try to grab me to use as leverage to get my father to do what they wanted. Or that having seen the story about my family in the press, other kidnappers would attempt to cash in by snatching me. I had to move, I had to change my name and I had to cut my hair. That last part was because I got my mother’s blood in it and it was too much trouble for them to wash it out, so they just cut my hair instead.

It’s all lies, of course. That story that was published in the papers is nonsense from start to finish. My father wasn’t kidnapped; he was there when the first police officer arrived on the scene. And he told that officer a similar version of the story to the one published in the papers. Not the kidnapped bit, obviously. My father told the officer that home invaders had killed his wife and tried to take him. Because of my dad’s job, he was immediately whisked out of there to a safe location. After the rest of the police arrived to find the crime scene how it was described in the papers, I was taken to be with him.

Forty-eight hours later, I listened to my father confess to having had what he called a ‘psychotic break’ and killing my mother during said ‘psychotic break’, and the people who he confessed to decided to keep the kidnapping story to cover for the fact he’d disappeared and I went into care.

And that journalist guy, Ted Hartley, he wrote my father’s initial made-up version of what happened to my mother. Ted Hartley knew it was lies. He sat in a room with my father and wrote the story, so it could be instantly approved by the people who were working on getting my dad into witness protection. He knew it was lies but he wrote it anyway. I’m sure they paid him very well for his efforts.

I’ve read that article so many times over the years. I know it off by heart but I still read it. I still take in via my eyes the full horror of what it says. Not just the lies and omissions, but the very specific way it lies. When I was twelve and I first read it, I knew something wasn’t right beyond it being a pack of lies. I knew there was stuff being said but couldn’t decipher what or where my feelings of disgust were coming from.

As I got older, as I learnt to read between the lines of all sorts of things and situations, well, there it was to see: the hint that Mum was involved somehow, that she was in with the ‘thugs’ and they had turned on her. The framing of my father as an angel who took the time to do homework with his daughter even though he had such a high-powered job. The neighbour – who never existed – who told the world my mum was stand-offish, rude and who preferred rough London over genteel Sussex. The reality was: Dad never spoke to the neighbours. Even if they’d been right next door instead of a fair walk away, like they were because our house had quite a bit of land around it, I’m sure he still wouldn’t have spoken to them. He was always sneery and condescending about the people in the village, and he very rarely sat down to do homework with me in all the time I lived with him.

That was all Mum. She would go over to the neighbours, despite the distance, to say hello and bring them stuff she’d baked. She was always entering cakes in the village fete competitions and making them slightly below par so she wouldn’t win and cause an incident. She took me to church almost every Sunday, even though people would whisper and stare at the only two brown faces in the village.

They decided to add to the article the formal family photo – Dad at the back, Mum next to him and me in front with Mum’s hand on my shoulder – with circles over our faces for one reason only: they wanted everyone to see that the decent, hard-working pillar of the community father was a well-dressed white man, and that the possible gang-connected ‘mother’ was a Black woman. I was in the room when Ted Hartley said: ‘Let’s put a picture of them in, tug at the heartstrings, make them realise that the woman could have had gang connections, what with that hairstyle and nails.’ By which he meant plaits and nicely shaped nails.

I’m telling you all this to explain that I’m starting with him: Ted Hartley.

It’s the logical thing to do. They brought him in to manage our public narrative, to tell this ridiculous story about my dad being kidnapped – possibly dead – and me being cossetted and loved by a whole legion of family and friends. Every few years he’ll rattle off a ‘whatever happened to Mr X who was kidnapped after his dodgy wife was killed’ story and I suspect he does that to make sure they keep paying him for his silence. Oh yes, they kept paying him well after the story was published. So, as I said, I suspect he periodically needs to remind them that he could cause a lot of problems if he ever wrote an exposé about what really happened. I also suspect, since he was brought in so quickly, my dad’s story wasn’t the first time he’s done that sort of work for them. I often wonder if he was ex-intelligence services, who was placed in the media so he could do things like that for them. Either way, those periodic stories tell me that he is in touch with the people running the Protected Persons Service (formerly witness protection). That he knows stuff about my dad.

So he is the one I need to speak to first.

He is the one who I’ll try out my new interview technique on first.




Kez

18 March, Brighton

‘This is not so much a question, more a comment,’ says Ben Horson, lead interviewer, from his place sitting beside me.

We have already spoken to two other candidates for an hour each, and the whole process has been as gruelling for the interviewers as it has been for the interviewees. This third aspirant, Russell Trufton, seated at the centre of the room, facing us, the interviewers, on the other side of the long, solid wood table, is the preferred candidate. He has been since day one. He is everything they were looking for when they began the recruitment process.

Trufton has the background, the schooling and the deep vein of confidence not at all backed up by demonstrable ability, which they gravitate towards. They want him because, as many, many psychological theories tell us – like wants like. They want someone who is exactly like them to do this job. This fella is exactly like them. As I told Jeb earlier, even though, as an experienced psychologist and profiler, I wrote then assessed the psychometric tests all the candidates have taken throughout the process, Horson and his gang have pretty much treated me and my work as perfunctory, a box-ticking exercise to ensure everything looks fair because they had already made their decision.

In the corner of the room, sitting silent and still in an uncomfortable-looking chair, is Dennis. When I was first interviewed to train and work at the Human Insight Unit, the original version of Insight back in 1998, he did the same – sat in the corner of the interview room and said nothing. He does that because, behavioural psychologist that he is, he is watching the candidates, making mental notes, deciding what needs to happen next. When all is said and done, although Horson is more senior than Dennis, and technically has the final say, if Dennis decides someone isn’t suitable, they will not be employed. Simple as that.

I suspect, though, that Dennis likes Trufton, has been taken in by him just like everyone else. Because of that, everything about this has been very carefully crafted and considered, planned and perfected to give the appearance of propriety. The timing of Russell Trufton’s interview, for example, is to make it look on paper that, having spoken to the shortlisted candidates earlier, they went on to choose the person who they spoke to last because he demonstrated all the qualities they are looking for, far and above the others.

Ben Horson tries to hide his smile as he proclaims: ‘My comment is that at the conclusion of our process, I think I can say with confidence, there is no reason not to offer you the position.’

In response, Russell Trufton chuckles modestly, straightens the knot of his literal old-school tie and says humbly, ‘I’m so grateful – and dare I say relieved – to hear that.’

Horson, usually-silent Langley, slow-talking Neimeyer and even nice-guy Baxter all chuckle as well, the camaraderie of their laughter filling the room like the wisps of expensive cigars and the aroma of well-aged brandy. Sumaira, who is sitting at the very end of the table, doesn’t chuckle. Neither do I.

I know she’s waiting for me to speak. And I know, when I do, I’ll be setting in motion a cascade of events that I will not be able to stop or reverse. I hesitate, scared. I do sometimes wonder why it always seems to be me who has to do these things? Why I can’t simply ignore things and let them pass? Why I can’t do what everyone else does and keep my head down? ‘Leaving it is an option, you know,’ my friend Remi often says to me. And I always have to reply: ‘Not for me it’s not. It’s really, really not.’

‘Mr Trufton,’ I say, ‘I actually do have a question instead of a comment.’

Ben Horson bristles beside me, unhappy that I am stepping out of my bounds. As far as he and the other panellists are concerned, I am here to tick many boxes – diversity (class, gender and race), as well as psychometric (profiling, psychotherapy and behavioural science) – and none of those boxes involves me speaking beyond introducing myself, much less asking independent, unsanctioned questions.

‘Miss Lanyon, the question portion of the interview process is over. I thought you understood that.’

All right, enough now, I decide. Crossly, I rotate ninety degrees in my seat so I am facing Ben Horson. He is older than me, his face lined, his body the product of eating well, travelling in luxury and never really knowing a day of hardship in his life. I am so far beneath him he probably needs binoculars to see me. ‘Enough with saying “Miss” like it’s a slur, OK?’ I snap at him. ‘It’s completely condescending and really jarring. And anyway, I’m Dr Lanyon. But it’s interesting, considering the contempt you have for anyone who actually does use the “Miss” title that you would call me Miss when I have’ – I raise my left hand – ‘the biggest engagement and wedding rings known to womankind.’ I lower my hand. ‘Also, for someone in the intelligence service, and so high up, too, it doesn’t say much about your observation skills that you didn’t notice my rings, nor register that I’ve always introduced myself as Dr Lanyon. Well, it does say a lot about your observation skills, but it’s nothing good.’

Horson blinks at me, shocked into silence by my mini tirade. The past three months of me taking meeting minutes in the absence of a secretary, me making tea and coffee like a good little dear, me doing everything asked of me and more, without question, has given him the impression that I am subservient, that I believe, like he does, that I am junior and inferior to him. It has never occurred to him that this is not who I am, and I have behaving in that way for a particular reason. As I said to Jeb, needs must.

With a parting sneer, I spin on my seat back to the interviewee, who is showing mild signs of alarm. ‘Now, Mr Trufton, as I was saying, this is not so much a comment as a question.’

Open panic flickers across Russell Trufton’s face. His alarmed eyes fly to his ally beside me. Trufton even touches the tie – navy blue with a small, discreet purple crest just below the double-Windsor knot – to ground himself. I’m not supposed to speak directly to him, and he is unnerved because I am. He pleads with his eyes for his kindred spirit to do something. But Horson can’t of course. He can’t show his bias because this interview is being recorded.

‘Do you know what the capital of Kazakhstan is?’ I ask.

He double-takes, clearly not understanding why I am asking him this question. I can feel almost everyone else in the room emanating the same confusion.

‘Never mind,’ I say, ‘I’m sure everyone knows what the answer to that is. The question I really want to ask is: how much did your shirt cost?’

More confusion in the room. Trufton frowns at me, but doesn’t answer.

‘I’m serious, Mr Trufton: how much did your shirt cost?’

‘I fail to see what relevance that has to anything,’ he replies when he realises that his good buddy Horson won’t be stepping in to stop me.

‘Good, then you won’t mind answering the question, will you,’ I state. ‘How much did your shirt cost?’

‘I’m sure I don’t have any idea,’ he replies. ‘What a ludicrous question and waste of my time.’

‘I would just like to know how much your shirt cost.’

‘My wife bought it.’

‘No she didn’t,’ I immediately reply. ‘You bought it in February of this year. How much did it cost?’

He glares defiantly at me, but me knowing the time period in which he bought his shirt has clearly unsettled him.

‘I don’t remember,’ he says, still defiant but now with a tremor of worry vibrating at the edges of his words.

‘Thank you for finally being honest. I’ll remind you: two hundred and thirty-four pounds and ninety-five pence.’

‘If you knew, why did you ask?’

‘To check your honesty, of course. Moving on, how much did your suit cost?’ I ask this knowing the eye-watering amount he paid for it. Though, to be fair to him, it is a nice, well-cut suit, just like it is a nice, handmade shirt. Both items give him an air of sophistication that contradicts the rest of his carefully crafted appearance and demeanour of a slightly bumbling, boyish rogue, endowed by his messily styled blond hair, flabby jowls and up-late-drinking-expensive-liquor eyes.

‘For pity’s sake, don’t start this again,’ he grumbles.

‘This will be over a lot quicker if you just tell me how much your suit cost, Mr Trufton.’

‘I don’t remember,’ he spits in disgust.

‘Thank you: two thousand, one hundred and thirty-seven pounds,’ I reply. ‘I have to confess, I was a bit taken aback by how much it cost but I told myself, Kez, it is bespoke, it is handmade and it does suit him – no pun intended – maybe you should back off with the judgeyness. How much did your shoes cost?’

He all but snarls as he tells me, ‘I don’t know.’

‘Six hundred and seventy pounds.’

‘If you say so.’

‘Mr Trufton, you are currently wearing nearly three thousand pounds’ worth of fabric and leather. And that’s before we get to the luxury-brand watch and very expensive cufflinks.’

‘I fail to see what business any of that is of yours.’

‘And that is the point, isn’t it? You fail to see what business it is of mine.’ I move aside the box file that Sumaira gave me earlier to get to the pile of papers and folders beneath it. I flip open a beige folder.

‘I have here some more information that I am sure you will fail to see what business it is of mine. But let’s just go through it anyway. You own a car that was bought new for’ – I pause to check the figures – ‘one hundred and fifty-five thousand pounds, but for every interview since you applied for this job, you have driven the two-year-old family car that cost less than fifty thousand pounds that you got on lease. Now, you see, I think even someone whose business it wasn’t to interview you might wonder if you were, I don’t know, trying to hide something by not using your “real” car.’

I pause to visually challenge Trufton; he stares warily at me, wondering if I am guessing this information or if I know all this for certain. He glances at the file in front of me, trying to calculate if I do have real knowledge or if I am being a profiler, as he knows I am, and bluffing to get him to expose his secrets.

Keeping eye contact, I flip a sheet of paper over to the next page. It’s a small action that taunts him, causes red to rise up his jowls, tenses his whole body.

Horson is frozen beside me, staring at his preferred candidate in absolute horror.

I glance down at the page, run my finger along a line. ‘I see that in the last twelve months you have divested yourself of pretty much all of your shares in various overseas companies, you have wound up all the businesses you were connected to that were receiving substantial government funding but were still operating at a loss and you have moved almost all of your property into various family members’ names – some of it without their knowledge. Again, I think even someone whose business it wasn’t to interview you might wonder if you have something to hide.’

I shut the file before Horson can tear his horrified eyes away from the man in the chair and glance at my file, to see if I do or do not know anything.

‘The main problem with all of your actions that point to you having something to hide isn’t simply the fact that you did these things – who doesn’t tart up their CV or work history now and then? No, the main problem is that you started doing all of this BEFORE the job was advertised. Which does very much point to you having inside information about the job becoming available and when it would be vacant. It points to someone telling you that the job was going to open up and warning you to sanitise your history and your financial affairs before you applied. Isn’t that right, Mr Horson?’ I say.

‘Excuse me?’ he responds, outraged. He’s not used to feeling like this, to being on the back foot, so the rage flushes his face bright red.

‘Isn’t it correct that someone told Mr Trufton here to sanitise his background as much as possible before he applied for the job and they would ensure that he had the lightest of light-touch background investigations done, while making sure they sit on the interview panel? Isn’t it correct that he was told that no one would look beyond three months of background, but to be on the safe side he should start nine to twelve months before the position was advertised?’

‘This is outrageous!’ Horson thunders.

Over Horson’s shoulder, I notice Sumaira silently get to her feet, her eyes trained on Trufton as she kicks off her high heels. I should get to my feet, too, even though I don’t have high heels to kick off. But I don’t stand, not yet. My hands are clammy, my breath is ramping up in my ears. The droplet of fear that was with me as I sat at my kitchen table this morning, that grew as I drove to work, that swelled when Sumaira gave me the box file, that expanded even more as I walked into this room becomes a flood. If I get up, then I’ll have to do the other part and I want to avoid that if I can.

‘It is outrageous,’ I say to Horson, no evidence of my panic, no signs in my voice of my very real terror. ‘It’s also treason.’

‘How dare you accuse me—’

‘Oh, I’m sorry, didn’t I make it clear? I wasn’t talking about you, Mr Horson. I meant you, Mr Baxter,’ I say to the man sitting next to him. Ed Baxter has been pleasant, calm and almost charming throughout the whole process. He has made me and Sumaira coffee and tea, he has bothered to ask us about our day. He has been so completely amiable that it pains me that I have to expose him like this.

At the end of Russell Trufton’s first interview, Sumaira and I hadn’t directly spoken as we made coffee in the small kitchen, but we’d stared long and hard at each other because we’d both heard it. We’d both heard Trufton say ‘the tragic circumstances that led to this position becoming available’. The others had been so high on how perfect he seemed that they’d obviously dismissed those important few words in the thousands he had to share, but to Sumaira and me, unimpressed as we were by him, he gave himself away. No one outside of those in the interview process knew that the position had become available because the person’s family had all been killed in a house fire. The official story was that he had been recruited to work abroad. For Trufton to know, he had to have had inside knowledge. And for him to have spent so much time sanitising his background before the position became available meant the circumstances of that person’s family’s deaths really were suspicious: he had been neutralised so that Trufton could take over. Why? I didn’t know – couldn’t know – why. Just that it was what Baxter wanted.

Without directly saying anything to each other, because we knew everything was being monitored, Sumaira and I decided to investigate the other members of the interview board as well as Trufton – beyond the remit we’d been given. And, while I couldn’t do too much without triggering all sorts of questions, I had spent the next few interview sessions and assessments building a profile of him. He was vain, so I researched where his clothes came from. He was arrogant, so I looked at the car he drove to interviews and guessed what sort of car he would actually have. He was verbose, so I looked at which companies had previously listed him as a director, which agencies online had him as an after-dinner speaking client. It was all there, in the way he held himself, the way he presented to the world. So, no, I didn’t have anything written about him on the papers in the beige file. Everything I said to him had been profiled from his own words; from his belief in his superior intellect – which had given him away time and time again. Trufton was easy to profile. Which meant I had more time to work out from the interviews who was helping him.

That turned out to be quite easy, too. Baxter was nice to Sumaira and me, he was hard on Trufton. Baxter presented as a good, down-to-earth guy, but I knew you didn’t get to a position like his, to that top level, without being capable of terrible things. And his department – overseas – meant that there was a lot more to this than we could know.

When I’d worked out it was Baxter, I’d felt my stomach fall away with disappointment. I’d liked him. And that was a reminder that he wasn’t necessarily a bad guy – he was just doing a bad thing. But whether or not he was a bad guy doing a bad thing or a good guy doing a bad thing, the net result was, I’d have to deal with him.

When Sumaira handed me the box file in my office earlier, I’d known what lay inside. She was telling me that we couldn’t know who would be walking into that room armed. She was also telling me that she was going to deal with Trufton, but I had to deal with the person on the interview panel because she hadn’t worked out who it was. That was partly why I’d been hesitant in taking the box file from her. The thought of what she was giving me, what it meant I had to do to someone I quite liked, made me sick. And it also meant, if I took the gun concealed in the box file from her, I was committing myself to this place. I was accepting that I was someone who would sometimes pick up a firearm as part of her job. I did not want to be that person. I did not want that job. But taking the box file instead of walking away very fast meant I had become that person.

All through the interviews, I’d found it hard to pay attention, to focus. What was in the box file caused my palms to become clammy and repeating waves of nausea to rise inside me every time I caught even a glimpse of it from the corner of my eye

There’s a pause. A moment of stillness as everyone digests what I’ve just said, and then all hell seems to break loose.

Russell Trufton launches himself out of his chair, ready to bolt out the door, I’d imagine, because he has always profiled as a runner when the heat is on, but Sumaira flips open her box file, pulls out a gun, trains it on him while stepping in front of the doorway.

‘Don’t move,’ she orders before he can properly take two steps.

Almost everyone else in the room freezes, scared in case she turns her gun on them, I’d imagine. Everyone except Ed Baxter, who, even though Sumaira has a gun pointed at his accomplice, leaps out of his seat in an attempt to come deal with me. Horson unintentionally gets in Baxter’s way. The pair of them struggle for a bit until he has to pause to shove Horson to the ground. Then he throws himself onto the table, knocking papers and files flying, as he comes for me that way. I push my chair backwards to be out of his reach, but with a wall behind me, there is nowhere to go.

‘PICK UP THE GUN, KEZ!’ Brian roars in my head. My eyes dart to the box file, to the gun Sumaira had given me, which is on the floor at my feet. ‘PICK UP THE GUN, KEZ!’ Brian screams again.

Baxter is a big man who can do me real harm, but he hesitates for a moment when he sees the gun. But then he realises he doesn’t care – he needs me gone. I can see the murderous rage on his face, but I am frozen. I cannot use a gun. I can’t even pick one up. I can’t.

He is in clawing distance of me, and in a moment he will be in reaching distance of the black gun at my feet. And he will use it. He will absolutely use it on me. Self-preservation finally kicks in, and I snatch up the gun, hold it in two hands and point it at him, shouting, ‘Stay where you are!’

That stops him, causes him to halt in his tracks. He is still murderous. I can see he is still calculating whether he can get the gun off me and finish me off as he is so desperate to do. He’s acting as though it is my fault that he is entangled in some stuff that will probably see him sent down for treason. Like it’s my fault he didn’t pick a better stooge to install.

Suddenly the air is filled with the thunder of several running feet, and the door is opening, and many people – some in uniform, some not – arrive. Everything becomes a blur, a mass of moving images that happen around me.

Two men tackle Baxter, bringing him down, while someone relieves me of my firearm. I automatically raise my hands to show I’m non-threatening. No one takes the gun off Sumaira – I’m not sure they’d be able to if they tried. Trufton, stupid jelly that he is, looks like he is about to start quietly weeping while declaring everything a terrible, terrible mistake. Now there is no longer a gun trained on him, Baxter starts to try to get to me again, fighting the men who have him on the ground, desperate to come and finish me off. I don’t blame him, really. He is going to be investigated to within an inch of his life; he is likely to end up in prison for life. In that situation, I can’t be certain I wouldn’t also be making like the Terminator and going after the source of my unmasking in an unstoppable fashion.

It takes a while, but eventually the room is emptied. The other people on the interview panel have all been led away to be questioned separately. They’ll probably launch in-depth investigations into them, no matter how innocent they seem after the questioning. I’m expecting to be investigated as well.

Trufton and Baxter were handcuffed and led away. Not to a police station, I don’t think. Before she left, Sumaira, completely unruffled by the encounter, had nodded a thank you at me and I had nodded back. She left then stuck her head back in the room. ‘By the way,’ she said, ‘it’s Astana.’

‘What is?’ I replied.

‘The capital of Kazakhstan. It’s Astana.’ And then disappeared before I could properly thank her.

Only Dennis and I are left in this room that has seen so much drama. He didn’t move from his chair during any of what happened. Not the unveiling, not the commotion, not when Baxter tried to kill me even when security arrived. He just sat and watched it happen. Now we’re alone, he approaches me where I am shuffling together pieces of paper and files that Baxter had knocked flying when he tried to assault me.

I don’t look at him – I simply focus on the task in hand.

‘Kezuma,’ Dennis says as he stands in front of me, wearing his usual uniform of blue chinos, white shirt, red tie.

‘Dennis,’ I respond.

‘Maybe a warning next time? It would have been good to know what you were planning.’

‘You hired me for a very specific reason to do a very specific job, Dennis. I can’t do that job if I have to report every little thing to you. So, if that’s a problem and you’d rather I left, just let me know.’

He grins at me. Amused by me, on the surface at least, but most probably bubbling under with anger as his type usually do. His type being psychopaths. Proper psychopaths. When I first met him, over twenty years ago, I thought the worst thing he was capable of was sexually harassing me to test my mettle – I had no clue what sort of depths he would plumb to get what he wanted. No clue until I had to make a pact with him to keep my children safe.

‘That won’t be necessary. I do understand why you couldn’t tell me what you were planning,’ he says reasonably. ‘I was just saying I wished I had known. I could have made sure you had the appropriate back-up. But you’re right – I did hire you to do a specific job and I should allow you to do it.’

‘Good, I’m glad you understand.’ I place the last of the blank sheets of paper in the beige file.

‘Kezuma,’ Dennis says gently, and reaches out to touch my arm. In response, I rip my body away, dropping the files as I leap back to take myself right out of reach.

He doesn’t get to touch me. Ever. Even if I was in danger of falling off a cliff I’d think twice if he was the only one to offer me a hand to save my life.

Dennis looks momentarily shocked, then hurt. The shock is real, the hurt – not so much. People like him don’t feel things. ‘Are you ever going to stop hating me, Kezuma?’ he asks sadly as he lowers his hand, shoves it in the pocket of his chinos.

I gather the files together again, haul them into my arms. I avoid looking at Dennis these days because it’s hard to fix my face enough to hide the hatred. But right now, since he’s asked directly, since he’s brought it up, I look at him, full on.

‘Do you care?’ I reply.

He smiles then. And it looks for all the world like a genuine smile. A smile tinged with sadness, but understanding too. I asked him if he cared because I know he isn’t capable of caring. He can mimic it, he can have his ego bruised, his pride challenged, but he is not capable of caring in the way I mean. He can’t feel that emotion.

‘Thought not,’ I say. My work here, for today, is done.

18 March, Brighton

I know he’s watching me. I know that the car park, covered by a network of visible and hidden cameras, is not the place to do this. But I can’t make myself drive just yet. I can’t sit in my office and do this. I can’t go home to the others and do this. I have to do this now. I have to sit and stare at my hands. I have to rub the pads of my thumbs over the whorls and ridges that make up my fingertips to rub away the feel of holding a gun again.

And I know he’s up there, sitting in front of the monitors to the CCTV cameras covering the underground car park, watching me, probably getting off on the fact that I am so close to falling apart. I am this close to giving in. That I am not as strong as I make out. That my strength can be diminished sometimes.

I know he’s watching me. And I don’t care.
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I won’t stop until I find him





