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            CHAPTER ONE

         
 
         Christine Winters, lawyer, economist, voracious gobbler of cases, the company’s youngest whizz-kid, who bills her time at two hundred and fifty pounds an hour, glances impatiently at her watch as she calculates the cost of playing truant. The wedding procession is late, but she longs to catch a glimpse of her old school friend, Sienna Sheik, now a bride, so she remains loitering by the traffic lights near the Dorchester Hotel. For days the media have been filled with pictures of the beautiful socialite who will marry a wealthy distant cousin in a private ceremony at the Dorchester and join a lavish celebration party shortly afterwards. It’s an arranged marriage. The arranger is Mohsen Sheik, the bride’s father, known in London as India’s billionaire ‘diamond king’.
 
         Chris mops her forehead with a tissue. Is it really this hot and humid or is she suffering from the wine she drank at a boring, but vital, business lunch. Squinting against the setting sun, she sees a long queue of stretch limousines, strewn with flowers, approaching slowly. As they draw near she gapes at the colourful silks and satins, the men’s flashing eyes and good looks, their splendid turbans, jewels and bright satin tunics. The women, too, are wearing stunning outfits; each one a bird of paradise! Now she’s glad she turned down the invitation to the reception. Nowadays they live in different worlds, but once they were like sisters.
         
 
         Her heart thumping, Chris watches Sienna pass by in the back of a grey Daimler. She gasps at her shimmering, jewelled, blue and gold gown. How lovely she looks, her glossy black hair hanging loose over her shoulders, half-hidden by a glittering blue veil. Then she catches a glimpse of those well-known, limpid brown eyes looking exceptionally sad and this moves her. Catching sight of Chris, Sienna leans forward to wave, but the car moves on. She gestures madly through the back window, beckoning Chris to the Dorchester.
         
 
         The lights change to red and half the convoy halts. The bridal car has moved ahead, but is beginning to slow when two cars race forward on the wrong side of the road and stop short with a stench of burning brakes. Shock sends Chris reeling back against the traffic lights. She’s surrounded by hysterical screams and blazing guns. Gunmen in grinning masks are belting down the road towards the bridal car shouting at random. Shots come from across the road where eight more masked men are racing towards Sienna. It seems to Chris that she’s tumbled into a Matrix movie. This can’t be real.
         
 
         A few guests abandon their cars and flee towards the shops, but most of them sit stiff and upright as if waiting for normality to return. Someone is blowing a whistle. It goes on and on. Blood splatters the road in front of Chris as an armed man falls from a car and lies spread-eagled on the tarmac. The sight of his body acts like a starter’s gun and Chris leaps forward in a practiced sprint.
 
         Two gunmen have wrenched open Sienna’s door. They are trying to drag her from the car, but she’s hanging on as her dress rips and she loses her veil. Time has switched to dead slow.
 
         ‘Help! Help me!’
 
         Now they’ve pulled her out of the car, but no one helps. Her guards are slumped over the back seat. The doors of a green removal van, parked innocuously by the curb, slide open. Sienna is screaming and clawing the gunmen as they try to hustle her towards the van.
 
         A voice from the van’s shadowy interior yells: ‘Move it! Move it! Move it!’ A rap nightmare with gunshots as percussion.
 
         Chris regrets the wine as she propels herself forward. Too slow! Why am I so slow? Sienna’s silk sleeve is torn away, leaving her shoulder bare.
 
         ‘Get back…back!’ a gunman yells.
 
         Chris is panting, forcing herself to leap across the last few metres, hands outstretched, reaching for Sienna.
         
 
         A last lunge clutches a handful of silk as Sienna is hurled, screaming, into the dark void. The gunmen leap in after her, shooting randomly, and Chris’s world begins to spin.
 
         Real life lacks a good director, she decides, as she watches from a vantage point she never knew she had, floating somewhere high above her head.
 
         
             

         
 
         Chris opens her eyes and closes them quickly. She feels absolutely vile. Nausea grips her stomach, her mouth and throat are on fire, her head is threatening to explode and she seems to be slowly revolving. Plucking up courage, she opens her eyes again. A man in a white coat is bending over her and there’s a strong stench of disinfectant.
 
         ‘Where am I?’
 
         ‘You’re in the recovery unit of the University College Hospital, Christine. I’m one of your doctors, Tim Rose. We’ve removed the bullet from your shoulder and stitched you up. It’s only a flesh wound. You’re going to be fine.’ The doctor’s eyes glow with admiration. A bedside manner taken to extremes, Chris decides.
 
         ‘I’ve done a good job, if you don’t mind me saying so. In a year’s time you won’t even see the scar. Nothing to spoil your beauty.’ His hand rests on hers for longer than necessary, while his eyes keep on glowing.
 
         ‘When can I go home?’ Chris can hardly talk her throat is so sore.
         
 
         ‘You were knocked out when you fell against the curb, so you have a touch of concussion, but we’ve X-rayed you and there’s nothing visibly wrong. We’ll keep you here for a few days, to be on the safe side. Do you remember anything at all?’
 
         ‘A little…it’s coming back to me.’
 
         ‘I’ll be up to see you later.’
 
         She thinks for a while. The van’s doors had closed in her face leaving a poignant memory of Sienna looking frantic. ‘So what happened to Sienna?’ she asks aloud.
 
         ‘Who? Ah! The bride.’ Her male nurse is tall, half-oriental and he looks kind. ‘She’s been kidnapped. Her father’s a billionaire, according to the media. I guess they’re after a ransom. Sometimes it helps to be poor like me.
 
         ‘It’s your lucky day, I would say. Even I could do better at that range and I’ve never handled a gun. You’ll be home in a few days’ time…or so the doctor said…as long as you promise not to barge into too many gun fights. We’re taking you to the ward now. We’re full, so you’ll be in tropical diseases, but don’t worry, there’re no parasites around; they can’t stand the cold weather. Well, neither can I.’
 
         He keeps up a bantering monologue in his soft voice with a pronounced London accent as they wait for the lift. Eventually they emerge on the fifth floor where he wheels her trolley along a beige corridor to a two-bed ward with a floral curtain hanging between the beds. Two uniformed policewomen are waiting there. They move towards her as her ward nurse hurries in.
         
 
         ‘Just a minute,’ she says. ‘Dr Rose says you’ll have to wait quite a while. Why not come back later. Gently does it,’ she adds, as they transfer Chris from the trolley to the bed. For a flesh wound it hurts like hell. The ward nurse ushers out the police.
 
         ‘Water, please,’ Chris croaks. ‘How did I get shot?’
 
         ‘You tried to rescue that unfortunate girl and one of her kidnappers shot you. Don’t you remember?’
 
         ‘It seems like a dream, but the pain is real enough.’
 
         ‘It’ll get worse before it gets better. Sip and spit. No swallowing.’ He passes a glass and Chris raises her head, with maximum effort.
 
         ‘You’re allowed morphine so ring if you need it. You were given an injection for pain in the theatre, but there’s no point in unnecessary suffering. The police want to ask you what you saw, but you don’t have to talk to them until you feel strong enough. Luckily, someone handed your bag and briefcase to the ambulance driver. It’s at reception. They’ll be sending it up soon. By the way, the media were here, too. Your doctor told them to come back later. Your mad dash has made you famous.’
 
         Why famous? She failed and that hurts as much as the wound. Closing her eyes she tries not to remember.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The ward is almost dark when she wakes. The policewomen are sitting beside the bed. One of them, young and blonde, introduces herself and her boss, the DI.
 
         ‘You’re quite the heroine,’ the sergeant tells her. ‘According to bystanders you ran like a professional.’
 
         ‘You should leave this kind of thing to the police.’ The DI speaks with a soft Scottish accent. ‘We’re trained and we have the right equipment.’
 
         ‘But you weren’t there,’ Chris murmurs.
 
         ‘You’re lucky to be alive. Tell us all you can remember. Start with the gunmen. What did they look like?’ The sergeant takes out her notebook.
 
         Chris closes her eyes and tries to re-enact the ghastly scene. Once she starts, she’s surprised how much she remembers.
 
         ‘I’ve spoken to your mother, Chris,’ the sergeant says. ‘She told me that you’re a gymnast, an acrobatic dancer and you studied martial arts and kick boxing. Strange choices for a lawyer.’
 
         Chris laughs. ‘Being a lawyer means being on the receiving end of a lot of tension. Sport is the best way to work it out of your system.’
 
         Eventually the police put away their notebooks and stand up.
 
         ‘You have nothing to worry about,’ the DI tells her. ‘I’ve organised a round-the-clock police guard to be stationed right outside your ward while you’re here,’ they tell her as they leave.
         
 
         And then? she wonders.
 
         The following morning Chris is lying in a state of euphoria, which she knows must be due to the morphine, when the wide-eyed nurse announces that the media have arrived and asks if she can show them in. Chris lifts herself with her good elbow.
 
         ‘I feel light-headed. Would you pass me the water, please,’ she asks the nurse.
 
         The interviewer, young and caring, dressed down in jeans and a black cardigan, with lanky straight hair and a face devoid of make-up, shakes her hand solemnly and introduces herself simply as Jane Irving. The cameraman murmurs ‘Hi.’ He’s tall and stooped and resembles an ancient hippie, with his long, grey hair and tired eyes.
 
         ‘Just what were you thinking, Chris, when you ran to the rescue in the face of armed kidnappers?’ Jane asks.
 
         ‘I thought…I suppose I thought I might delay them until help came.’
 
         The real truth was, she hadn’t thought at all. There wasn’t time. She does her best to answer their questions, but she feels so tired. When she starts to mumble, the nurse ushers them out and she falls into a deep, disturbed sleep.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         
 
         Chris opens her eyes reluctantly at the sound of a voice. Dusk is gathering outside. That’s strange. Her night nurse is leaning over her. ‘What day is it? I’m losing track.’

         ‘Thursday.’

         ‘Only my second day. Is that possible? It seems as if I’ve been here forever.’

         She has slept since lunch. There’s little else to do. She lies staring at the ceiling, pondering on life’s ironies: like the promises she’s made to catch up on lost sleep, but now that she has the chance, she’s bored. She wants to go home, but every movement hurts like hell. It’s the torn muscles and ligaments that hurt so much, she was told by her sexy surgeon. She slithers down the bed on her back, hooks her feet under the iron bedstead and sits up. Shit! It’s agonising. If this is a flesh wound, what would the real thing feel like? She really doesn’t want to know. Swinging her feet to the floor, she stands up cautiously, while Nurse Brendan hovers.
         

         ‘Don’t worry. I can make it to the bathroom.’

         Brendan gives the thumbs up sign and smiles sympathetically. She’s a sweet and patient woman with kind eyes and a face that invites confidences. She has the sort of beauty that you have to search for, but if you do, it’s there, Chris decides. One of these days a clever doctor is going to snap her up.

         ‘Call if you need me. You have a visitor, by the way.’ Brendan gives an intimate, knowing smile.

         ‘My mother?’

         ‘No. A friend. I could do with a friend like him…he reminds me of someone, but right now I can’t think who.’

         Chris lingers in the bathroom. Bloody typical, she decides. When she arrived, reception called her mother and asked her to bring books, some night clothes, underwear and toiletries, which her mother had duly delivered to the Sister. She hasn’t returned since. So what’s new! Mother hadn’t visited when she had her tonsils removed, nor when she fell from the trapeze at the circus school when she was twelve. Mum is a bit like a dust extractor: she sucks in love and caring and puffs out recycled air. Sadly, the art of loving has been denied her. Besides, hospitals frighten her. Nevertheless, the ward is full of fruit and flowers from clients and work colleagues and there is an arrangement of exotic orchids from Sienna’s father, with a simple message: ‘Thank you. I’ll be in touch later, but not yet. M Sheik.’
         

         The nurse puffs up the pillows as Chris hobbles back and slithers into bed. ‘No, no. I can manage. I must manage.’

         ‘I’ll send in Benjamin Searle then, shall I?’

         The name is unfamiliar. ‘What happened to supper?’

         ‘We didn’t want to wake you. I’ll warm it up after he’s gone.’

         ‘Thanks. Send him in then.’

         
             

         

         If eyes mirror the soul then her visitor is sexy, clever, humorous, sensitive, perceptive and tender. She brings herself up short. ‘What have they pumped into me here? I haven’t seen a desirable man in months.’

         Chris awards him her five-star approval, mainly for his expressive eyes, while accepting that there must be a downside.

         ‘Ben Searle,’ the stranger says. He pushes his hand towards her with a tentative smile. ‘I lied to the nurse and your police guard…said I was a close friend. Sorry, but I need to talk to you. I’m working on an investigation which might have some connection with the kidnapping. To be honest, I saw you on TV. I was impressed with your courage. I’m hoping you can describe some of the criminals.’

         What if she could. She’s too close for comfort. Would he whip out a gun, or something more silent, like a handy, pocket-sized garrotte? Looking sexy doesn’t guarantee a blameless life. She’s a close eyewitness to a serious crime and he could be one of the criminals. She glances through the glass panels towards the guard, but his back is turned.
         

         ‘Do you have some identification?’

         ‘Very sensible of you.’ He produces a card which reads: Benjamin Searle, Financial Investigations Inc., plus his qualifications which, strangely, are similar to her own – law and finance. Chris has heard of the company often enough. American-based, they opened their London branch five years ago. They work mainly for governments and multinationals, investigating just about anything to do with politics or marketing. The term ‘industrial spying’ may not impress them, Chris thinks, but it accurately describes a lot of what they do. Still, anyone can have a card printed.
         

         ‘Industrial spying,’ she murmurs, smiling to herself. Searle reacts fast.

         ‘That’s not a word we like to hear, Miss Winters.’

         ‘Oh, please, call me Chris.’

         ‘And likewise, I’m Ben.’

         Pulling up a chair, he sits down.

         Chris slithers out of the opposite side of the bed. ‘Would you mind waiting while I freshen up?’ Grabbing her bag and gown, Chris hurries to the bathroom and shuts the door. Moments later she’s dialling her secretary’s number. ‘I’m fine,’ she whispers. ‘Truly. But I can’t talk now. Call this number and ask them to describe Benjamin Searle. He’s one of their investigators and he’s here. Get right back to me please. It’s urgent. And thanks.’
         

         The reply is taking too long. Chris runs the tap while holding on.

         ‘You there, Chris?’

         ‘Sure.’

         ‘His secretary said he looks like Ralph Fiennes: brown hair, brown eyes, about six-foot…oh…and married with three kids. She made a point of saying that. Perhaps she fancies him herself. I know I would.’

         ‘Thanks. Well done.’

         Chris hurries back to the ward. ‘OK. You’ve passed. So what do you want to know Mr Searle?’

         He looks amused. ‘Those masked gunmen you saw at close quarters…were they foreign? You said they wore masks, but what sort of an impression did you gain?’

         ‘Impression? Fear was about it,’ she answers facetiously.

         ‘You were right up close to one of the gunmen. Right?’

         She nods. ‘One thing bothers me. The one o’clock news mentioned that al-Qaeda were believed to be responsible, but these thugs…it’s hard to explain…they didn’t have the sort of arrogance that goes with fanaticism. Quite simply, they were thugs, and they were overly tense and nervous. I felt that they hadn’t done something as serious as this before and that they weren’t a team. It was a messy job. There was a lot of yelling and swearing in strong, North Country accents. Only four of the eight had darkish skins.’
         

         ‘Are you sure?’

         ‘Absolutely. One of them, the one who shot me, had white skin and pale ginger hairs around his wrists and neck.’ For the third time she relates all that she can remember. ‘Any news of Sienna?’ she asks.

         ‘Alas, no,’ he murmurs without looking up as he scans his notebook.

         But that isn’t his problem, is it. Kidnapping is strictly for the Force. So what interest does Ben Searle have in the kidnapping?

         Chris leans back, closing her eyes. For the last few nights she has dreamed of Sienna…odd fragments of the past and present moulded into a kaleidoscope of absurd happenings which make no sense at all. At school, Sienna had often told her that her father owned several diamond-cutting workshops, but on the one o’clock news on television, he was described as India’s diamond king. Of course she’s always known that Sienna’s family are wealthy, so she assumed that the kidnapping was for a ransom. Yet Ben thinks there’s a link with his investigation. So what is he investigating? The diamond industry?

         He looks up. ‘I told you how useful you’d be. You noticed much more than you realised. You were very quick, too.’

         ‘On the contrary, I took forever to get into gear, ambling off in slow motion.’
         

         ‘Actually, not so. Shock does seem to alter our perception of time. Three bystanders said you leapt out into the road like a sprinter at the starting gun. They said you’d almost reached the van when you were shot. You were lucky that they missed. Heroic but foolish. What prompted you to make that mad dash?’

         ‘If you must know, I felt disgusted with everyone. The guests were terrified and running out of control, the gunmen were shouting and shooting indiscriminately. People were trying to hide instead of helping. Only two of the gunmen seemed to know what they were doing. The others looked panic-stricken. I thought I had a chance, but no one else helped. Otherwise…’

         ‘Don’t be too hard on us humans. Most people have never been in a fight. I don’t suppose you have.’

         ‘Not true.’ Chris looks away and zips up. Why is Searle watching her so strangely with a secretive, brooding expression? She can’t have impressed him with her mannish silk pyjamas, one arm in a sling and no makeup. Some women have all the luck, she decides, remembering that he’s married.

         ‘Yeah, well, you could say that my life’s one fight after the next, on behalf of my clients, of course.’

         ‘So you’re a lawyer.’ Searle murmurs.

         ‘Entertainment and media mainly. Strangely we have much the same qualifications, so naturally I’m curious about your work. What exactly is the connection between your investigation and diamonds?’
         

         He seems put out by the question, but her obvious interest demands an answer.

         ‘Of course my brief is confidential, but in a nutshell, we use our intellects and our expertise to solve whatever problems our clients may encounter in the financial world or in their marketing strategies. Often it’s simply a case of discovering what their competitors are up to. The diamond industry is currently beset with all kinds of problems.’

         ‘Sienna’s father, Mohsen Sheik, has the lion’s share of India’s diamond exports, so you must be looking into all that price-fixing and hoarding…’

         Ben scowls at her. ‘Don’t take this any further, Chris. You’re too perceptive.’

         ‘Sorry I can’t be more helpful.’

         ‘You’re very helpful. Thanks. Is there somewhere I can contact you? Do you have a card?’

         Chris reaches for her bag and gives him one. Regret lingers after he’s gone. Is it him or his lifestyle that she hankers after?

         
             

         

         Not expecting to see Ben Searle again, she is surprised when he arrives with flowers and fruit early the following morning.

         ‘Hello, Chris. I popped in to bring you these…’

         ‘And?’
         

         ‘And I washed the fruit.’

         She lets him off the hook. He’ll tell her why he’s here in his own good time. She pops a grape into her mouth. ‘Thank you…have some. They’re delicious.’

         ‘No thanks. Of course, you’re right, I could have sent them over, but I need to see you. It’s like this…’ Ben glowers at his hands as if wondering where to start.

         ‘We have a vacancy,’ he begins, looking up to see if he’s offending her. ‘The work has its drawbacks, long hours, too much travelling. We’re looking for someone rather special. You have the qualifications, but the job requires verve, courage, the ability to think and act fast.’ He pauses, gazing questioningly at her. Once again she is struck by his expressive eyes.

         ‘Well, go on.’

         ‘OK…courage, intuitive powers, sensitivity, morality. You seem to be exactly the sort of person we’re looking for. You’re not married, are you?’

         ‘In a way.’

         ‘In what sort of a way?’

         ‘I support my mother and live with her because nowadays she hates being left alone.’

         ‘You’d double your salary! There’s a good deal of travelling and it’s exciting work. You’d get to use your creative intellect even more than your training.’

         ‘So where’s the catch?’
         

         ‘You’re seldom home. The work plays havoc with family life. It can be a bit hair-raising at times, but of course we have strict working boundaries…’

         ‘Would you spell that out?’

         ‘OK, while we don’t hesitate to make use of computer hacking, we avoid breaking and entering. Naturally, in theory there’s a fine line between—’

         ‘I see what you mean,’ she interrupts him.

         ‘I thought I’d sound you out. If you’re interested we’ll proceed through the normal channels.’

         ‘Which are?’

         ‘Our headhunter will contact you. Followed by meetings with the managing partner, discussions and so on.’

         ‘It’s exactly what I’d like, but…’

         Chris takes a deep breath and says ‘no,’ regretfully. She has her mother to consider.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER THREE

         
 
         ‘Why am I so damned secretive,’ Chris asks herself feverishly. ‘I should have told Ben that Sienna is my friend, so why didn’t I? Perhaps because I couldn’t bear to explain why I ducked her wedding reception.’ She feels so ashamed.
 
         The truth is, the invitation to the wedding had arrived months earlier, but Chris had written back to say that she would be overseas. Lately, a dawning realisation that she lives life by proxy is filling her with fury. Prolonging her friendship with Sienna would provide yet another entry to a world that isn’t, and never can be, hers. Most of her work is with the spectacular celebrity classes: film stars, pop stars and their wives, dancers, fashion gurus and an occasional football star. As a successful media and entertainment solicitor she knows their lives in vivid and intimate detail. She attends their parties, visits their luxurious homes, their yachts, their shooting lodges, grabs them between film takes to sign the necessary contracts, listens to their problems, thrills to their scandals, but she returns to spend her evenings at home with Mother. So where is her life?
         
 
         While the City of London’s frenetic beat vibrates like a distant thunderstorm, Chris remains a prisoner of her conscience. The realisation that she’s fallen into the Cinderella syndrome is persuading Chris to get a life…any life…just as long as it’s her life. The problem is, she works all hours and she can’t see a way to change her lifestyle.
         
 
         Her only feeble gesture was to refuse Sienna’s wedding invitation. Big deal! Sienna was once her dearest friend, until she went on to Oxford and Chris to London University. Requests to join Sienna in the holidays to tour the Himalayas, scuba dive around the Great Barrier Reef, ski in Peru and many other marvellous pursuits were turned down for purely practical reasons: she couldn’t afford the time or the cash. But now Chris lies in bed in hospital, regretting these missed opportunities and wondering if she will ever see her friend again. If only she’d run faster. She should have been there for her, as she had always been at school, although it hadn’t been easy in the beginning, she remembers. 
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         Boarding school isn’t the great leveller it’s made out to be. So what if they all wore the same uniforms, ate the same food and had the same limits on pocket money and sweets. They had eyes and ears, they visited each other on holidays and gossip spreads quickly. Everyone knew that four of their fellow pupils lived in castles, six were to inherit titles, one was a German count. They even had a princess.
         
 
         Sienna Sheik arrived alone in a taxi, like a nobody. She was a shy, awkward girl of fourteen, who had flown to Heathrow from God-knows-where and taken a train to Bournemouth station and a taxi for the rest of the way. Her school clothes were sent over from the school’s outfitters, arriving just before she did. Sienna was short on pocket money, short on confidence and knew only basic English. Their school had a high academic standard, twenty-five percent of the pupils were scholarship prodigies and they all assumed, wrongly as it turned out, that she was one of them. Three days after her arrival, she ran away.
         

         The following morning Chris was called to the headmaster’s office. ‘Sienna Sheik walked into a baker’s shop and stole some bread,’ he began fiercely. ‘It seems she has hardly eaten since she’s been here. I have persuaded the police and the baker to drop charges. None of you students thought to show her where the dining room is and no one accompanied her at any mealtimes.’ His voice was becoming more ominous. ‘You female students are quite inhuman…worse than the boys.’
         

         ‘Well, who thought up that rule?’ Chris retorted angrily. No one was allowed into the dining room singly. Students had to arrive in couples or groups, nothing less was permitted.

         ‘You’re forgetting who I am,’ he said icily.

         Chris kept her mouth closed and after a while he simmered down.

         ‘It’s because you are outspoken, and more than capable of looking after yourself that I’m making you responsible for Sienna. From now on, you and she will share a dormitory. Encourage her to speak English, show her the ropes, and look after her.’

         ‘Why me? This has nothing to do with me,’ she argued fiercely. ‘How could I know she wasn’t getting her meals?’

         ‘I’m hoping that some of your…let’s call it persistence…will rub off on Sienna. Make sure that she is not victimised because she’s Muslim and dark-skinned, but don’t be too obvious about it. Make sure she eats. That’s an order.’

         ‘This is so unfair. Why should I be her keeper?’

         ‘You’re a natural born fighter, Christine, and you’re endowed with a remarkable intellect, but let’s see how you succeed with a task for which you have no innate talent at all. It’s something you’ll have to learn the hard way. Something new for you.’

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘I’m talking about caring.’
         

         His critical analysis hit home and hurt. So he thought she wasn’t a caring person. ‘We’ll see about that,’ she muttered sullenly as she went in search of Sienna.

         
             

         

         She found her room-mate behind the pavilion. The boys had cornered a mole, one of many that ruined their soccer field, and they were trying to pulverise it with cricket balls. Sienna had other ideas and stood guard over it, screaming defiance as her legs took the hits.

         ‘Stop it!’ Chris yelled. ‘Look what you’ve done. She’s badly bruised. The Head’s on his way. You guys better piss off.’ The mole took the opportunity to escape under the pavilion and the boys moved off in a fury.

         ‘Thank you,’ Sienna said, without turning away.

         ‘Listen, Sienna. I’m taking extra gym lessons. Would you like to come along? We could go to dinner afterwards. Evidently we’re going to share a dorm’ so we might as well get to know each other.’

         Sienna looked doubtful, but she came along…just to watch.

         She was fourteen years old and she’d never been to school. Instead she’d had tutors. Consequently she’d never played any ball games, never been on long hikes, never swum, rowed, sailed, skated, skied, played truant, got up to mischief, kissed a boy or danced. It was like freeing a captive bird long confined. Sienna had to be coaxed out, little by little, but for all she could teach her, Sienna taught Chris much more. But finally she failed to rescue her friend, and the hurt caused by that failure is ongoing. Each time
         

         Chris falls asleep, the scene is replayed in her dreams: Sienna fighting madly, as she’d taught her, kicking out at the thugs, yelling for help, but help comes too late. So where have they taken her? Will she be found? Chris can’t bear to think of how her friend must be suffering. Are they treating her well, or is she buried alive in a hole in the ground, terrified and waiting to die?

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER FOUR

         
 
         After a week spent moping in hospital and worrying  about Sienna, Chris is delighted to be discharged.  There’s a great world out there waiting to be lived, she  tells herself, but she soon finds that nothing has  changed. On her very first evening, Chris sprawls on  the rug in the living-room trying to read while Mum  watches her favourite soap opera without asking  Chris if she’d like to watch another channel. Chris  swallows her irritation. Once she adored her mother  and the intensity of her feelings dominated her young  life. Later came the painful realisation that Mum isn’t  perfect, not by any means, so her feelings are a  mixture of love and irritation. She admires Mum’s  stoic attitude to every setback and her careless  acceptance of life’s gifts which she squanders without  regret, not the least their limited cash. Mother lives  life with a light touch. She often says: ‘Why should I  worry? I’m always lucky. Something will turn up.’
 
         And something always does because Chris is out there in the marketplace fighting to win: for Mum, for her clients, their daily bread, the interest on half a dozen credit cards and her mortgage payments.
         
 
         Two years ago, compassion was added to her mixed feelings for her mother when she came home late and found her in tears. She quickly calculated. Mum would be fifty-eight in a week’s time.
 
         ‘Why Mum! Whatever is it?’
 
         ‘It’s nothing…loneliness perhaps.’ Hugging her secret sadness, Mum gathered her book and fled to her bedroom.
 
         Nowadays Chris returns home early, work permitting, with her briefcase full of discs…home being her modest, semi-detached house in Finchley. This is exactly why her clients’ compulsory social events are becoming the highlights of her days.
 
         Twenty-nine is a trying age for a girl. Thirty lurks in the wings like an aging prompter whispering phrases that no one wants to hear, like: ‘It’s long past midnight, Cinderella. Perhaps you missed your cue.’
         
 
         ‘Shut up! I have a great career, that’s enough.’
 
         Chris cuts short her allowed recovery time and goes back to work.
 
         
             

         
 
         Every measuring instrument screams danger: ozone, pollen, moisture levels, and just plain heat are all over the top as London sweats under the Azores High, an uninvited guest which has moved in and won’t leave. In the courtroom, they are mopping their foreheads and flapping notebooks in front of their faces. Occasional thunder and lightning interrupt the dry voice of the opposition barrister as he cross-questions Chris’ client. Is it malice, or the storm’s sulphurous ozone release that hammers at her temples. There stands her client, wiggling like a snake on a stick, spitting venom in all directions and lying through her teeth. Her fourth ex-husband to be, eyes narrowed with fury, is jotting denials in quick stabbing movements, while his barrister, cunning and patient, spins his web of words. It’s only a matter of time before her client blunders into it, despite her warnings.
         
 
         ‘Shit!’ Chris mutters. ‘I’m getting out of this business.’ Suddenly she’s had enough.
 
         Her barrister hears and glares at Chris. Fortunately the judge is suffering, too. The trial is adjourned.
 
         The storm has moved east, Chris notices when she hurries outside. The sky is an ominous yellowish-grey, but strips of pale turquoise lie along the western horizon. Caught in the sun’s rays, the buildings lining the Thames appear gilt-edged, while the still water shines like molten brass. The tube is half empty and she’s home by five p.m.
 
         ‘Hello Mum, I’m back,’ she calls, dropping her briefcase on the hall table.
 
         Mum emerges from the top of the stairs. Unbelievably she’s fumbling with blouse buttons, her hair and her skirt, and wearing a coy expression.
         
 
         ‘Chris, darling, you’re early.’ Her tone implies that Chris is at fault here.
 
         ‘The case was adjourned and I have a headache, so I came home.’
 
         A middle-aged man appears in the doorway behind her mother. He smoothes back his longish, grey hair and makes an obvious effort to stand tall and straighten his shoulders. After a few moments of dazed incredulity the scene begins to make sense and it’s all Chris can do not to laugh. She doesn’t much like the look of him, but he’s not her boyfriend. He’s Mum’s. No one speaks as she looks questioningly from one to the other.
         
 
         ‘Well, hello Chris,’ comes a deep, Shropshire rumble at last. ‘I’ve been longing to meet you. I’m Bertram Loveday. I expect your mother has told you about me.’
 
         Clearly he doesn’t know Mum very well.
 
         ‘Major Bertram Loveday,’ Mum adds.
 
         ‘But you must call me Bert. Everyone else does,’ he says too heartily. He smiles, but his eyes look apprehensive. Chris wonders why.
 
         ‘Not quite everyone,’ her mother interrupts him.
 
         No, Mum wouldn’t call him Bert, would she.
 
         ‘We’re going to get married…’ Mum says happily and Chris smiles, too. She longs for her mother to be happy, but she can’t help worrying about Bert’s nervousness. 
 
         ‘Eventually,’ Bert corrects her. ‘But in the meantime…’
         
 
         In the meantime, Chris learns a few days later, Bert is moving in.
 
         
             

         
 
         For Mum’s sake, Chris does her best to cope, but as the days pass, the reason for Bert’s uneasiness becomes apparent: she is keeping both him and Mum. Mum has no income of her own, so five years back she bought a house large enough for both of them, but the high mortgage takes much of her income.
 
         Chris moves her desk and laptop from the living room to her bedroom. She reminds herself that she’s glad for Mum several times a day. Her mother has been so lonely. So why does part of her feel lost, like a buoy that has broken loose from its mooring. She’s accustomed to resenting her ties to her mother. Unexpectedly she’s free, but it’s hard to get to grips with all this freedom.
 
         ‘I need to get a life,’ she tells herself sternly each time she feels like exploding. ‘Get a life, Chris! Get a life!’
 
         The following morning Chris calls Ben Searle.
 
         ‘Good morning, Mr Searle. Chris Winters here. Mother has found a boyfriend and he’s moved in.’
 
         ‘Mazaltov! And thank you for sharing that with me.’ She can hear laughter in his voice.
 
         ‘You don’t understand. I’m free, Mr Searle.’
 
         ‘Ben.’
 
         ‘Ben. Are you still looking…?’
         
 
         ‘Yes. And I’m glad. Hang on a second.’ A minute later she is still holding on. A female voice comes on the line.
 
         ‘I’m Jean Morton, Mr Searle’s secretary. Please hold, Miss Winters. Is that convenient, or should we call you back? Ben’s gone to make you an appointment with our managing partner.’
 
         ‘I’ll wait.’ Cold trepidation creeps from her feet upwards as she hangs on. The seconds loiter while she imagines this coveted job vanishing like a shooting star.
 
         ‘Hi Chris. You still there? Rowan’s attending a three-day conference shortly. He’d like to see you before he goes. Can you make ten-thirty tomorrow morning?’
 
         Only by shuffling around a whole lot of appointments.
 
         ‘Sure. See you then.’
 
         
             

         
 
         Rowan Metcalf, managing partner of Financial Investigations, has a voice befitting his position; it is deep and authoritative, but the rest of him lets him down. He’s short, slight and rather insipid with his ash-blond hair and pale grey eyes. Chris can’t help resenting his boring hour-long interrogation, which has turned into a personal eulogy.
 
         ‘By now you must have grasped that each of us takes full responsibility for whatever we’re working on,’ Rowan Metcalf is saying, looking pompous. ‘I’m only interested in results. If you need to spend three months in Kathmandu, that’s your affair. Charge all living costs to your company credit card when you’re out of the country on a job. The point is, you have to win. If you fail, you’re out.’
         
 
         This is something Ben hasn’t mentioned. Rowan is frowning at her. She has the feeling that he’s trying to scare her off.
 
         He tries again. ‘Obviously we don’t have a hundred per cent success rating. What I’m trying to say is that each case is strictly confidential so you have to work alone. You have to be creative when you’re planning your strategy.’
 
         What exactly is she taking on here? ‘I thought I was going to be Ben’s PA.’
 
         ‘Initially, yes. Ben has to choose between his family and his job. He’s undecided, but we all know which choice he will make.’
 
         A pang of disappointment leaves Chris feeling unsettled.
 
         ‘We’ve been pretty well briefed by Ben and various headhunters and we’ve checked around. You have a reputation in the city for intelligence and integrity. You win more cases than you lose. If you have any more questions, keep them for Ben. He’ll show you the ropes. Later you’ll be on your own. Are you with us?’ Metcalf asks.
 
         ‘Yes.’ They shake hands and Rowan relaxes and seems almost human.
 
         Ben arrives to introduce Chris to everyone. ‘They all like you,’ he says.
         
 
         Chris interrupts his congratulatory flow. ‘Ben, thank you. I’m thrilled to get the job.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER FIVE

         
 
         Since Bertram moved in, Chris’ bedroom has doubled as her office. It’s warm and sunny, with high ceilings and big windows, has plenty of space, and it overlooks the garden. It’s Sunday. Chris is sitting cross-legged on the floor searching the newspaper for news of Sienna. This morning her mind is all over the place, like an unschooled horse, perhaps because she’s tired. There’s still no news of Sienna and Chris’ fears for her friend are preventing her from sleeping well. Just about every kidnapping film Chris has seen comes to mind in unguarded moments.
 
         Then there’s Bertram, whose presence is an ongoing irritation. She can forgive him for his long, grey, unwashed locks, the dandruff on his shoulders, his browning teeth, and even his stained fingers, but does he have to look so damned humble? Even worse, Bertram has laid a guilt trip on her. She feels mean and that’s not how she likes to see herself.
 
         ‘I’ll get used to him,’ she mutters. ‘Madness to resent him. Hasn’t he just unlocked the door of my prison. Free…at last.’
         
 
         Forcing herself to let go, Chris concentrates on her breathing. In…out… Just let your mind go blank…don’t hang on to thoughts. Let them go. In…out… But lately a niggling question bothers her. ‘Has Mum ever actually liked me?’ Sometimes it seems that she’s little more than a convenience…in Mum’s world.
 
         A bad thought…let it go.
 
         The sun comes out. She hears Bertram’s car being driven out of the carport. Abandoning the floor, she grabs her jeans. It’s a lovely day. The starlings are squabbling over their peanut butter sticks, blue tits crowd on to every perch of their seed feeders. The roses need cutting back and the beds need weeding and the bird-bath needs a good scrub, but she has the entire day free to spend in the garden.
 
         Mum is sitting in the living room by the open french windows, reading the newspaper. She looks up and frowns. ‘Your jeans have a hole in them. You’d better throw them out.’
 
         ‘My gardening togs…I’m going to potter.’
 
         ‘No work from the office? This is a first, isn’t it?’
 
         This is her cue so she might as well tell Mum everything.
 
         ‘Listen Mum, I’ve been offered a new job with more money; in fact, much more money. I’ve joined a company that investigates business problems… fraud, that sort of thing. I’ll be travelling at times…or so they tell me…so I’m glad Bertram’s here.’
         
 
         Mum looks bewildered. ‘You’ve dropped law, after all that expense and hard work!’
 
         ‘Not exactly. I need law and finance to do this job.’
 
         Mother’s face shows conflicting emotions: hurt, surprise and a touch of fury. She puts the newspaper down, folding it slowly and carefully, smoothing each page on the table in front of her. Then she smiles to herself.
 
         ‘You’ve found the perfect way to hit back at me…now, of all times.’
 
         ‘No, you’re wrong. Why do you always jump to the worst conclusions?’ Her voice is high-pitched… a dead give-away that she is hurt.
         
 
         Mum presses home her advantage. ‘Take my advice and stay where you are.’
 
         ‘Mum, listen. I was offered the job when I was hospital. I said ‘no’ at first, but then Bertram moved in and…well, let’s face it, you have someone to keep you company. You don’t need me. Surely you understand. I have nothing except my career, so I have to enjoy it.’
 
         Mum is getting ever more furious. Chris looks away and examines the roses below the old stone steps. They are covered in hips. She’ll prune them.
 
         ‘Don’t blame me if you never date. You’re antisocial. Blood will out.’ Mother’s martyred tones signal the start of a familiar tirade. Once Chris used to provoke her, just to glean some news about her father.
         
 
         ‘Mum, for once in your life try to see someone else’s problems instead of your own selfish needs.’
 
         Chris has thrown down the gauntlet. She’s never done that before. She zips up her big mouth, oozing regret, as Mum gives a bleat that squeezes her heart. ‘How can a daughter talk to her mother like this?’ she gasps. ‘You’re cruel, just like your bloody father. You’re clever like him, too, and at least you never let me down with money. I can’t say we’re close, but I blame your father for that. All those costly boarding-schools he paid for turned you into a stranger.’
 
         ‘So the educational trust fund from Grandpa…was that fiction?’
 
         ‘Yes,’ Mum admits grudgingly.
 
         In the long, uneasy silence Chris walks to the window to hide her curiosity. Somewhere in Africa lurks the donor of sperm and cheques who can pay, but can’t love. She longs to find him.
 
         ‘You never think.’ Mother’s accusing voice breaks into her reverie. ‘What if it doesn’t work out? I mean…Bertram and I. You have a lovely job at the firm. It pays well. You are well thought of. Why can’t you stay there?’
 
         ‘Wrong tense, Mum…had! I gave notice and they asked me to leave right away. Evidently they prefer an immediate cut-off if someone is quitting, but  they paid me three-months’ notice. It will help towards the cost of another bathroom.’
         
 
         Mum isn’t listening. ‘You can’t escape your genes. Your father was off on any reckless adventure with no thought for commitment, disappearing for months on end without so much as an apology, or any idea of when he’d return.’
 
         Bitter drops of information, but over the years they’ve been guarded like precious gems. ‘You get your kicks from danger…just like your father.’ ‘You’re damned selfish, like your father.’ ‘As for running after an armed thug…that’s your father all over.’ Mum only talks of him when she’s hurt or angry. Chris decides to break the unspoken rule and question her.
         
 
         ‘So what does he do?’ she ventures gently.
 
         ‘He’s a geologist…mainly freelancing for himself. He finds and registers claims, and sells them to the big mining houses. He roams all over Africa…and Alaska. He was well thought of, but he liked to be free. I used to sit around for months waiting for him to return to Johannesburg. I never knew when he’d come…or leave.’
 
         ‘He should be easy to find,’ Chris mutters to herself. ‘What was his first name?’
 
         ‘Leave it, Chris.’ Two red spots appear on Mum’s cheeks and her perfume wafts past on a wave of heat.
 
         ‘Mum. I have a right to know about him. If you don’t want to help me, I’ll find out in my own way.’
 
         ‘Are you threatening me?’
         
 
         Is she? Chris changes the subject fast. ‘You must have loved him very much.’ She waits silently, wondering if she should leave, but Mum needs to talk.
 
         ‘He’d arrive out of the blue in his battered 4x4 to sell whatever claims he’d registered. I worked for the biggest mining group in the city. I used to help him to get a good price. He kept the best claims secret while he saved the cash to develop his own mine. That was his dream. He never spent much. If we went out it was hamburger and chips, but mostly I cooked at home. After two or three weeks, he’d leave.’
 
         ‘So what went wrong?’
 
         Mum gives her a searching look, almost as if she’s wondering whether or not to trust her daughter. ‘You could say that my life was ruined because of a tatty leopard.’ She sighs and then begins to talk.
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Willem Zuckerman, manager of our mining house, was hosting a big party up at the company’s private game camp, near Botswana. He was worried about a marauding leopard that had killed two children, so when he learned that Dan was back, he asked him to track and kill the beast. Dan was a good hunter…the best…although he only killed for the pot.’
 
         Mum doesn’t have to search for words. She must have told herself this story so many times. It sounds rehearsed, like the stories her clients tell her as they rewrite the past, laying to rest any blame they might feel.
         
 
         ‘I was furious that we had to join their blasted party on the very day Dan arrived. It was a seven-hour drive to the camp with Willem and his new girlfriend, Marie van Schalkwyk. She was the loveliest girl I’d ever seen and only nineteen, while he was fifty-odd. She had a ring on her finger like a rock. She was half Swedish, half Afrikaans, and she was a slut.
         
 
         ‘The moment we arrived, Dan insisted on leaving at once to track the leopard. I begged him to wait until morning and we fought rather bitterly.’
 
         She sighs and straightens her shoulders and Chris realises that her mother is on trial and she is the judge and jury.
 
         ‘I had to make the best of a bad job and join Willem and Marie at their table. Later they persuaded me to accompany them on a night safari. I’d only been in the country for a year, straight from Sussex. I hated the harshness of the bushveld and let’s face it, once you’ve seen one lion…’
         
 
         Mum breaks off. She’s not one for quoting clichés.
 
         ‘Right from the start, things went badly. We’d only been out for an hour when we had to cross a flooded causeway. Kevin, our game ranger, let the wheel slip off the concrete, so he went to attach the truck’s winch to a tree across the river, taking his rifle with him, and he never returned. Minutes later we were surrounded by lions. It was freezing cold and damned dangerous and we sat there in the open truck, smelling the beasts, hearing them, as they circled for hours. When one of them actually leapt onto the truck, Willem fainted.’
         
 
         ‘My God! What happened?’
 
         ‘Marie drove it off with a bottle of champagne. She was tougher than she looked.
 
         ‘Hours later, Dan arrived. He’d tracked the leopard to the river, shot it, and found Kevin’s body. He and Marie went to fetch the corpse. They rolled it in a tarpaulin they had in the boot and they winched the truck onto the causeway. When we got back to camp, Willem went into the bar and drank until he passed out, but by then my fear had turned to fury. We fought and I locked Dan out of my rondavel and tried to sleep, but of course I couldn’t sleep.’
 
         Mum pauses and Chris sees that she has turned quite pale. ‘Go on, then,’ she urges her.
 
         ‘Eventually I went to look for Dan and found him in bed with Marie.’ Her voice is so matter of fact, but Chris can see the hurt in her mother’s eyes.
 
         ‘To cut a long story short, I never saw him again. When I learned I was pregnant, I tried to contact Dan through his lawyer, but I…well… He avoids me. I’ve never seen or spoken to him since.’
 
         ‘What a bastard! Yet he supported me through school and university.’
         
 
         She sighs. ‘All expenses. Whatever I asked for, as long as it was for you.’
 
         ‘How unfair. He was the wrong-doer, not you. I should have been your lawyer.’
 
         ‘Yes,’ Mum says woodenly.
 
         Mum has a hunted look in her eyes and Chris knows that this isn’t the whole story, but how can she hurt her mother further by probing into her private life. All she really wants is information to help her find her father.
 
         ‘Mum, at least you’ve got me and I love you. I’ll never let you down, but I need to find my roots…it’s like a compulsion…even if I only see him once. Maybe he’d like to see what he’s been paying for. I’d certainly like to see him. That’s my right.’
 
         ‘You had a lot of rights and so did I. He denied us any of them…except money…and even that comes through his lawyer in New York. I’m telling you now, I don’t want you prying into my life. Do you hear me! The past…whatever I did…is buried. It must stay that way.’
 
         ‘Well, at least I know my father’s name. Dan Winters! It has a nice ring to it.’
 
         ‘Dan Kelly.’
 
         ‘Kelly! But…I thought…’
 
         ‘No, sorry.’
 
         Chris swallows her hurt. ‘Kelly is Irish, isn’t it?’
 
         ‘He’s American…the best geologist in Africa. Everyone acknowledges that.’
         
 
         ‘So where is he?’
 
         ‘How should I know. Somewhere between the Cape and Cairo. Or maybe he went back to the States. I never knew where he was when I was dating him, so how should I know when I haven’t seen him for close on thirty years?’
 
         Their shared hurt brings a sense of camaraderie. ‘I’m so sorry, Mum.’
 
         Chris feels strangely deflated as she saunters into the garden. Mum isn’t the type to have an illegitimate daughter. She’s been knocked badly. Bloody man. She’ll never mention him again. She’ll forget him. The past is none of her business. But of course he’s her business. He’s her bloody father, isn’t he.
 
         Grabbing the trowel, she begins to hit on the weeds that have spread in the flower beds, punching and pulling and pounding. Damned weeds! Damned grass gets everywhere. But how perfectly awful. Strictly speaking, she doesn’t have a father at all. But is that really true? Nowadays unmarried fathers seem to think they have rights. The same rights as married ones. A father is a father, married or not.
 
         The weeds are stunned, knocked out, kaput, dumped in a bucket ready for a bonfire. Armed with an axe, she turns in her bereavement to some fallen branches.
 
         She could laugh when she remembers all her silly dreams. She used to visualise the inevitable grand reunion when Father, looking strangely like Anthony Hopkins, would admit that he’d erred and that he needs her. By now the scene has become so real she can smell his aftershave and feel the stubble on his cheeks as he hugs her close. Variations on this theme have been played out dozens of ways over the years. She sighs and makes an effort to switch off her futile longing. She’s twenty-nine, she’s never had a father and she certainly doesn’t need one now. But all the same… There and then she decides that she will contact a South African Missing Persons’ Agency and set in motion a search for her father.
         
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER SIX

         
 
         Chris wakes feeling optimistic. It’s Monday morning  and the first day of her new job. She’s wearing a  tailored black suit, black court shoes and a white silk  blouse, and she makes the office by eight a.m.
 
         When Jean Morton, strong-featured, fiftyish,  with iron-grey hair and a trace of a moustache,  ushers her into a single office overlooking Regent’s  Park, Chris tries to disguise her glee. There’s a green  carpet, Venetian blinds, modern furniture and, best  of all, a lockable filing cabinet and a wall safe large  enough to take two dozen files.
 
         Jean, once Ben’s, now half hers, is trying to  establish her authority and get to grips with who  and what Chris is and how much of a threat she is  likely to become. She explains how the expenses  work and jots down Chris’ details for a company  credit card. She pries a bit further than she has to,  and fills Chris in on company gossip: Rowan is an unknown quantity who seldom socialises in the office, but he brings in most of their business from the many clubs and associations he networks. Ben and his wife have agreed to split, but Ben is depressed since he learned that Annette plans to return to Paris with their children. Janice Curtis, IT, is supposed to be on hand to help everyone with research, but she’s built up a three-week backlog doing private work, so it’s quicker to cope without her. Jean dismisses them all with a contemptuous chuckle.
         
 
         Ben arrives at nine-thirty, looking so sad that it hurts.
 
         ‘Pretty good view from here,’ he says as he sits on the other side of her desk. ‘We’ve been having a reshuffle and I grabbed this office for you. Do you have everything you need?’
 
         ‘Yes, thanks. I like the office and the view. I’m going to love being here.’
 
         She smiles warmly and watches the sadness fade from Ben’s eyes.
 
         ‘It’s not a picnic, I assure you. We have to crack this case as soon as possible. The reason for the hurry is that various non-governmental organizations, called NGOs, based in London and America, are about to combine their resources to persuade the public to boycott diamonds. They were very successful with furs some years back. If they aimed their skills at diamonds the resulting boycott would send the industry into a slump. No one wants that. Developing countries would be badly affected, miners would lose their jobs, and, incidentally, it would reflect badly on us. Several demonstrations have taken placed in the States recently.’
         
 
         ‘Why would anyone want to boycott diamonds?’
 
         ‘Because most of the civil wars in Africa were financed by diamonds and the resulting cruelty – injuries from mines, limbs hacked off, children forced to be soldiers…you know the score – has sickened every right- thinking person. Hence the term “blood” diamonds.’
 
         ‘But do all the blood diamonds come from wartorn territories, Ben?’
 
         ‘No. The point is these diamonds are not legal. They might be blood diamonds mined to finance civil wars, or diamonds that are surplus to a country’s quota, or stolen gems. Masses of roughs are stolen from legitimate mining houses every year. In other words, the diamonds are illegal in terms of a United Nationals mandate, and since most of them are from conflict zones, the term blood diamonds is most appropriate.
         
 
         ‘Apart from these problems, we now have a kidnapped bride. I’m sure there’s a connection here, although I haven’t found what it is. By the way, whatever information we find – that’s relevant to a crime – goes to the police, via Rowen. That’s how we operate. The police are currently stumped, so let’s hope we find something that sets them on the right trail.’
 
         Surely now is the time to tell Ben that Sienna was once her best friend and that her father dominates India’s diamond industry, but she can’t bring herself to confide until she knows exactly what it is that the kidnappers want from him.
         
 
         Ben breaks into her thoughts: ‘How about coffee? It’s a lovely day. They make good coffee round the corner and the pavement tables overlook a garden square.’
 
         ‘Sounds great. Let’s go.’
 
         As soon as they are out of the office, Ben relaxes and shrugs off their work. He asks how her wound is healing and, in turn, she asks about his children. Before long, Ben is telling her of his constant travelling, which is part of their job, and the havoc this plays with a marriage. She senses the anger that Ben is trying to conceal and his sadness at the prospect of losing his children. Chris has the feeling she could immerse herself in his life and never want one of her own. Don’t set your cap at Ben, Chris lectures herself as they walk back to the office. He’s not the type to let his family go.
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘OK, let’s get started,’ Ben says, when they reach Chris’ office. ‘This is the boring part…facts and figures. I’ll try to be brief. Stop me if there’s anything you don’t understand.’
 
         ‘Sure.’
 
         ‘A century of brilliant, international advertising campaigns have built up a world diamond market of around $5 billion a year. I’m not talking about rough diamonds. The market is valued as cut and polished stones set into jewellery of some kind, such as rings.
         
 
         ‘Prices of diamonds are kept at an artificial peak by a rather canny marketing ploy, which I’ll explain to you now. The world’s forty-five main diamond producing countries – excluding America – jointly market their roughs through a central marketing organisation in London, which is called the Diamond Trading Company, or DTC. They play the market very carefully, limiting the supply of diamonds offered to the world’s markets so that there is never quite enough to satisfy the demand. The way they do this is by a quota system: depending upon the production capacity of an individual mine, each company is given a quota and the remainder is supposed to be held in stockpiles – awaiting market growth, I suppose. Billions of carats are held back all over the world, sometimes even left in the ground, but guarded, and that is why diamonds have kept their rarity.’
 
         He breaks off, gets up and walks to the window restlessly.
 
         ‘Prices of roughs, as rough diamonds are called, offered to dealers are not open to negotiation. Buyers are carefully selected by the DTC. They represent the world’s leading diamond traders, and they are each offered a parcel of roughs at a certain price on a take it or leave it basis.’
         
 
         ‘I can’t believe what I’m hearing.’
         
 
         ‘Believe it. That’s how it goes.’
 
         ‘It must be the first time forty-five nations have got together to fix prices and got away with it…aided and abetted by a UN backed body.’
 
         Ben frowns at her.
 
         ‘Am I to believe that you’re liberal, green, antivivisection and you loathe the IMF?’
         
 
         ‘Merely veering towards humanitarianism. I don’t like to see the public ripped off.’
 
         ‘The UN-backed body was set up to stop diamond revenues being used to fund wars and terrorism. OK, let’s move on. Not long ago the amount of blood roughs entering the world’s markets was estimated to be only four per cent of the total of legitimate diamonds. Nowadays the amount is massive and somewhere along the marketing route the gems become legitimate, complete with certification. Blood roughs are bought cheaply and they sell for top prices in high street jewellers. It’s called diamond laundering. No one knows how it’s done and the profits are massive. Once they know, they will be able to stop it.’
         
 
         ‘So we have to find out how it’s done…that’s our job.’
 
         ‘Exactly. Remember, not who, or why, simply how.’
         
 
         Chris stirs restlessly. ‘Tell me about the Kimberley Process.’
 
         ‘It’s quite simple. To stem the flood of blood roughs landing up in the West, diamond producers got together and created a system, known as the Kimberly Process, which is backed by the UN. Each rough must be sold with a certificate, showing which mine it hails from, the country, the carats, and so on. Each of the forty-five producers, as well as cutters and retailers, are issued with a “licence to trade in gems”. Breaking the rules by buying or selling an illegal rough leads to their licence being revoked. No one in the industry will trade or buy from a producer or a dealer without a licence. In other words, to break the rules is commercial suicide.’
         
 
         ‘Let’s home in on this term illegal,’ Chris says.
         
 
         ‘Perhaps illicit is a better description. A UN-backed body has some standing,’ Ben argues. ‘You can’t ignore the ferocity of the civil wars. It’s a way to stop diamonds from funding these terrorists.’
 
         ‘Yes, Ben. But is that really what it’s all about? I doubt it. The wars were mainly over by the time the Congo was expelled from the Kimberly Process, for exporting vastly more diamonds than it produces. So what’s it all about?’
 
         ‘I see you’ve been doing your homework. To answer your question, it depends where you’re standing, Chris. For the public and the NGOs, it’s all about stopping the wars and the suffering. For the big mining houses it’s about keeping out the competition.’ Ben is getting impatient. Clearly he doesn’t like teaching. Chris decides to cool it.
         
 
         ‘Right now, diamonds are being laundered on a massive scale. I have a hunch that al-Qaeda are behind it, using the profits they make from buying and selling diamonds to stockpile arms, just as SWAPO did in the Seventies and UNITA in the Angolan Civil War. That should start you off. You’ll pick up the rest as you go along. You seem to know a lot about the industry. I’ve been on this investigation for over a month and I’ve got nowhere, other than infiltrating several militant Islamic groups.
 
         ‘I’m sorry, Chris, but you’re about to be thrown into the deep end. I have to fly to New York as soon as I can. Something’s come up. It’s a family matter. My sister’s married a moron. Sometimes I long for the days of the Shadchan.’
         
 
         Chris raises one eyebrow questioningly.
 
         ‘Traditional Yiddish marriage broker, usually old, widowed and female, but invariably she made good choices, better than most young women do, better than I did. My sister, Sharon, went for looks and forgot about brains. She married into a diamond cutting family and now they’re in trouble.’ He sighs and gets up restlessly. Soon he’s pacing the office.
 
         ‘I’d better explain about it, since it’s relevant to this investigation. Sharon married Jonathan Bronstein, a diamond cutter whose family own Bronstein’s, a well-known firm of New York diamond dealers, which has been in the family for three generations. Unbeknown to Sharon or the family, Jon has been buying blood roughs on the cheap from an unlicenced, backstreet Liberian trader. Jon used private funds of his own which he keeps in a Swiss bank. Despite the fact that this was a strictly private deal, the company’s licence to deal in diamonds has been revoked, which spells ruin for the entire family, all of whom have shares in the company, including his father, who is the chairman. From now on, they can’t buy from or sell to any reputable dealer.’
         
 
         ‘What was he going to do with the diamonds?’
 
         ‘Sell them, of course, and make a large profit which he’d keep to himself. There’s always a buyer at a cut price. Jon was caught red-handed by Kimberley Process officials following a tip-off – he must have been boasting to his colleagues – and they are using him to make a point.’
 
         ‘Can’t he appeal against such an arbitrary decision?’
 
         ‘I’ll try to help him.’
 
         ‘Really! So what can you do?’
 
         ‘If I could trace the Liberian dealer who sold him the roughs I might be able to prove that they didn’t originate in any war area. Jon doesn’t know how to contact him.’
 
         ‘He’s a diamond launderer, I assume.’
 
         ‘No. He merely sells blood roughs, which terrorists – or freedom fighters, depending upon your point of view – smuggle over the border to Liberia. Freeman makes no effort to launder them. That’s why they’re so cheap.
         
 
         ‘Look, there’s one thing you should know. Traditionally, all diamond deals are conducted with the utmost secrecy…usually for cash…and sold again for cash. Only a fool get’s caught and that means Jon.’
 
         Ben is getting impatient with her, but she still has a couple more questions.
 
         ‘I see. Thanks. Tell me, Ben, how do these Kimberley Process guys know one diamond from another?’
 
         ‘Practically speaking, they don’t. There’s a new process that enables chemists to analyse minute sediments of water deposits in the diamond’s grooves which tells them from which area the rough originated. Of course that’s unrealistic in terms of the masses of diamonds that reach the market each year. That’s the whole point of the certificates, all diamonds entering or leaving a country must be transported in tamper-proof containers and the certificates of origin must be made out by the mine’s management.’ Ben hesitates, running his fingers through his hair. ‘Jon’s such an arsehole.’
 
         He glances at his watch. ‘You have an appointment at ten-thirty this morning with David Marais. He’s the chairman of Trans-Africa Diamonds Ltd, one of the top five diamond companies in London. They have mines all over Africa. He’s also a friend of Rowan’s and he’s offered to get his staff to help you with your research.’
         
 
         ‘Thanks. I’m astonished that the chairman would bother to waste his time on a PA.’
 
         ‘No doubt he’ll turn you over to his PR department. Good luck. See you after lunch.’
 
         Suddenly the enormity of her undertaking catches Chris with a body blow. How on earth do I start? Where do I look? Chris can’t help wondering if she’s over-estimated her ability.
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