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For all those chasing ghosts



Better by far you should forget and smile

Than that you should remember and be sad

—CHRISTINA ROSSETTI, Remember





Yesterday, upon the stair,

I met a man who wasn’t there

He wasn’t there again today

I wish, I wish he’d go away . . .

When I came home last night at three

The man was waiting there for me

But when I looked around the hall

I couldn’t see him there at all!

Go away, go away, don’t you come back any more!

Go away, go away, and please don’t slam the door.

Last night I saw upon the stair

A little man who wasn’t there

He wasn’t there again today

Oh, how I wish he’d go away . . .

—HUGHES MEARNS, Antigonish




If the car crashed at this speed the impact wouldn’t be enough to kill us instantly. Which you might think is a good thing.

But it’s not.

The one thing worse than dying on impact is not quite dying on impact. Trust me, I know, I’m a doctor. And now that I’m thinking about it – I’d be genuinely surprised if this rental car even has airbags.

Sparkling snow-covered fields hurtle past, white-dusted hedgerows, sheep, ruts and ditches, the background of my childhood, a winter blur of pastoral England. Crisp sunlight high in a rich cobalt sky.

I flash a look to the driver – face locked in concentration – as the brakes squeal and we change down a gear, grinding into another blind corner. All I can do is will us on, and hope we make it in time. Before my patient does something.

We accelerate out of the bend, the drag of it pulling us sideways, perilously close to the narrow lane’s forest-lined edges. I let the imagined consequences of a car crash flash through my head; I see the fragile sweetmeat of our neo-cortexes smashing forward at 100 mph into a quarter of an inch of solid skull bone. I hear the thick packed-meat sound of our heads connecting with the dark matte-grey plastic of the dashboard and then, instantly, whiplashing back into our headrests with blunt force. A double cranial impact. War on two fronts. The reason armies get defeated.

That delicate grey matter that we all take for granted, the part of our bodies that makes us, us. All that we are, crashing forwards and backwards at high velocity into the back of our own skulls. Frontal, parietal and occipital blunt force trauma. Massive haemorrhaging, internal bleeding, bruising and atrophy. Dead tissue. The brain damaged beyond repair. Who we were: gone.

And then a new thought tops those terrifying images. Even if we somehow managed to survive all that, I’m probably the only person who would be able to fix us afterwards. I’m the only doctor with relevant clinical experience in a hundred-mile radius. The irony smarts.

We swerve tight around another bend, branches jab into the broken window next to me, and I dodge further into the car.

I need to focus.

I squeeze my bleeding fist hard, letting the pain thunder through me. Focus. No more mistakes. This is all my fault. Everything that’s happened. I could have stopped all of this if I’d only done better, looked harder. If I’d picked up on certain things, if I’d seen the signs.

My eyes flick up to the road ahead of us. I see it fast approaching on the horizon; the lay-by, the path that leads directly down to the sea. That wild expanse of water. That’s where he’ll be. If we’re not too late.

There was another time, long ago, when I wasn’t focused. I missed the signs then too and I let something very bad happened. But not this time. I promise. This time will be different. So different. This time I will stop something awful from happening. I will fix it this time.

And, if I’m brutally honest with myself, perhaps this is exactly what I’ve always wanted it to come to. A chance to fix things this time around. I mean, no one becomes a psychiatrist by accident.
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The Man

Day 1



The bright glare of light as the soft skin of two eyelids part.

A body sprawled on the sand.

The fast flutter of the eyelashes as awareness blossoms within and, just like that, he’s awake. Consciousness floods through him, he feels the skin of his cheek pressed against the brittle cold of the beach. Confusion.

Sounds of the sea. Waves crash and pull back, the pop and shhh.

It’s early morning in January. A British beach in the depths of winter. Miles of golden-white Norfolk shore sand with the crisp dawn light throwing everything into high definition.

Windborne sand grains blow in architectural ripples across the flats straight into the man’s unprotected face. He squeezes his eyes tight shut against the sting of it.

A hot throb of pain crests deep inside his skull, and the papery skin around his eyes creases deeper, his forehead puckering, as he flinches from it. The unanticipated pang lengthens, stretching itself inside his head, almost too much to take. A sharp gasp of breath and the pain stabs back, harder. His hot exhalation of breath drifting away in the cold sea wind.

He tries to relax into the pain; letting the wave of agony wash through him, over him. And it seems to work; the feeling begins to still within him. He lies there limp on the sand for what seems like an eternity, letting the restless throb slowly quiet.

He hurts everywhere and the ghost of a thought drifts through his mind.

Where am I? It floats gossamer thin in the air, fluttering just beyond his reach.

He takes another cautious breath and tentatively tries to raise his head, careful not to stir the lurking pain nestling inside his skull. Damp sand, like candied sugar crystals, sticks to his stubbled cheek as he shifts his weight up onto his aching forearms, cautiously testing the limit of their strength. He squints out into the morning light.

How did I get here?

Gulls skip along the sand as he searches the landscape for an answer – but nothing here looks familiar.

Did something happen?

He takes in the silent forest that backs the beach, its dark canopy beyond unreadable. No clues. No hook to hang understanding on.

Okay. Where was I before I was here?

He looks up at the haunting grey vault of winter sky hanging overhead and wonders if he might be dreaming. If he might be in bed, safe back at home, wherever that might be. But the clouds look back, heavy and full of rain. He shivers.

It is only now that he notices his clothes are wet, their sodden fabric clammy against his skin. He shudders, cold to his damp bones. He must move, he knows that much, he must get warm, or risk hypothermia in this weather.

He looks back towards the trees that skirt the beach. The wind whips sharp needles of sand into his skin, tiny pin pricks against his numbed flesh. He needs shelter.

Struggling clumsily to his feet, he begins to process the extent of his injuries as each muscle is asked to move.

Upright, he hesitates. He turns in a small circle, checking the sand around where he lay. A natural instinct telling him to look, nothing more. To look for things he may have lost, belongings left behind, although what those would be he does not know. But then he must have some belongings, mustn’t he?

He pats his clothes for a second before jabbing his numb hands into his wet pockets.

There must be something.

His pockets are empty. He is momentarily flummoxed into inaction.

What the hell is going on?

He runs a quick hand through his damp hair, trying to grapple back control of the situation, trying to wrangle the logic of it. He must remember surely? His hand skims the back of his head and the throb of agony at the base of his skull washes over him again, pinching tight. He sucks in a sharp breath and whips away his hand to see the dark smear on his fingers.

Blood.

He squeezes his eyes shut, the throb rolling deep inside his skull.

He breathes through the pain as it slowly subsides. When he opens his eyes he notices something else, on the other side of his hand. He turns his palm over and there on the back in blue ink – writing. A faint ink mark faded from the seawater, a word. He stares down at it, perplexed.

Strange. What does it mean?

Deep in his mind, the word dances on the tip of recollection, the answer, so close, he could almost reach out and grasp it. But it rolls away, out of reach, evasive, mercurial. Like the bright filaments that play on the inside of his eyelids each time he closes them.

He shudders; the cold snaps him back to the immediate situation.

It will come back, he tells himself. He gives himself a brisk shake and starts to walk inland purposefully.

Wet sand squelches up, between his bare toes as he walks, cold and thick like poured concrete. All the while the tendrils of his brain search, delicately, for something to cling on to.

What is the last thing you remember?

Silence. The sound of sea foam bubbling and popping as it dries in the wind.

How did I end up here?

Did something happen to me?

Suddenly the realization hits him. He stops abruptly.

Wait. Who am I? What’s my name?

He stands frozen, his short brown hair tousled by the wind. His mind races.

Where am I from?

He can’t remember. He looks down at the blood smear across his hand. The word on the other side. The panic starts to rise now with incredible speed.

Why can’t I remember? Why can’t I remember my name?

The weight of what this means bears down on him with each cold snatched breath he takes. Fear pumping through him, primal and quickening.

Oh God. It’s all gone.

His world shrinks to a pinhead and then dilates so wide, suddenly terrifyingly borderless. He has no edges anymore. Who is he? He has no self. He feels the panic roaring inside him, escalating, his heart tripping faster. His mind frantically searches for something – anything – to grab a hold of, his eyes wildly scanning the landscape around him. But there is no escape from it, the void. He is here and there is no before. There are no answers.

Thoughts thrumming, he fumbles to check his empty pockets again. Nothing. No ID, no phone, no wallet, no keys, nothing with a name on it. No way to find out.

He tries to slow his breathing, to stay calm. He tries to think clearly.

If something has happened someone will find me. Someone will find me and take me back to where I was before. Then I’ll remember. Someone will know me. And everything will come back. It will be okay. I just need to find someone.

He looks up, eyes finding the forest again, and the indent of a path. He sets off, his pace frenetic. In search of someone.

Wait.

He stops abruptly again. A jolt of self-preservation.

Maybe you’re out here alone for a reason.

He studies the word written on his hand. It is all he has to go on but it is not enough.

Is it a reminder? A warning?

Perhaps something very bad has happened? He thinks of his head wound. If he was attacked, being found wouldn’t be the best idea, at least until he knows what happened, or who he is. He could still be in danger. It’s impossible to tell yet.

He commits the word on his hand to memory and then he rubs the ink away against his wet trousers until the mark is gone. He’ll remember it. Best to cover the evidence in case he’s found.

A thought flexes itself deep inside his head, awakening. Something creeping on the edge of recollection, a memory, or the ghost of one. Just out of reach. Someone saying something to him. If he could only remember. Someone telling him something important. Something he needed to remember. Something he had to do. Suddenly it comes to him.

Don’t fuck it up.

A memory. That’s what they told him, but who exactly he can’t recall. He grasps at the memory. Its warning, the threat, so strong and clear.

Don’t fuck it up.

Don’t fuck what up? Think. Think.

He chases the thought but it disappears out of sight. He notices his own bare feet beneath him on the sand. A thought surfaces, he remembers reading once that suicides often remove their shoes before killing themselves. Is he a suicide? How he knows the fact about the shoes he does not know. Did he take off his shoes, did he leave them, and his things, and his life, in a tidy pile somewhere? Abandoned. But why would he do that? He doesn’t feel sad. He doesn’t feel like the kind of person who would kill himself. But then maybe nobody ever does?

Don’t fuck it up is all he has to go on. But what if he already has?

Another memory flashes out of the darkness. A burst of someone telling him something.

You need to find her.

Find her? He straightens. It’s a crystal-clear directive. A purpose.

Is that why I’m here? To find someone? Who is she to me?

He thinks of the word he removed from the back of his hand.

Why do I need to find her?

The memory is what it is. There is no more. Whoever she is he needs to find her.

They must have said more.

He tries to force the memory but the throb awakens deep at the base of his skull. He lets the thought go.

All he knows is he was told by someone, instructed by someone . . . he can’t remember who told him, or what they sounded like, or their face. But he trusted them, he knows that much.

How can he find her – this woman – if he doesn’t know who or what he’s looking for?

A sound in the distance breaks the man’s concentration. A voice calling out. Instinctively he turns towards the forest, his heart pounding. There is no one there. The wind perhaps, though it sounded more like someone calling a name. It came from the forest, a voice carrying over the wind. He stares long after the sound has gone. Certain he heard it. Someone.

But there is no one.

He turns back to the water.

The sound comes again. This time right behind him. It’s a voice. He freezes. There is someone standing right behind him.

He turns slowly on the wet sand. Someone is there. A young woman. She wasn’t there before.

Where did she come from?

He blinks, trying desperately to make sense of what is happening. His thoughts racing.

She wasn’t there before, was she? Is this her? Is she the one I need to find?

But in the same instance he knows.

It isn’t her.

He studies her as she stares at him. She is talking to him. Her expression confused, she looks concerned, as if she may have been speaking for a while. She’s saying something, words he can’t quite understand; her language garbled, the sense not apparent.

His head throbs deeply.

There is a look in her eyes and everything he needs to know is in that look. He’s safe for now. That’s as clear to him as the sand, and the cold, and the bright hi-vis yellow of the woman’s coat.

And suddenly, for a heartbeat, he understands exactly what is happening to him. That this has happened so many times before, this exact scene, that this is a loop that he can never escape. He briefly understands a tiny part of what he needs to do next. And with that knowledge panic crests in a giant wave over him. The bright pinch of pain in his skull exploding to life as he crumples onto the sand.
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Dr Emma Lewis

Day 6 – London



This is my pager. There are many like it but this one is mine.

Like a song I can’t shake, or an advert jingle, it runs through my head as I jog to Ward 10, the pager vibrating deep in my pocket, in time.

This is my pager. There are many like it but this one is mine.

I know, as mantras go, it’s not original. But to be fair to all concerned, it only started out as a joke at medical school. And the joke became a habit and, weirdly, these days it does actually calm me down. That’s the thing about habits. They’re comforting. They’re hard to kick. Like smoking. And I don’t do that one these days. I’m not that kind of girl anymore.

Strictly speaking I’m not a girl at all – I’m a 30-year-old woman. I’m the lead consultant neuropsychiatrist in a busy London hospital. If I ever actually left work it wouldn’t be Ms on my restaurant reservation it would be Dr. If I ever had time off to go to restaurants that is.

You have to watch out for habits in this job, when twelve-hour shifts slide effortlessly into twenty-four-hour shifts. But as habits go, there’s nothing wrong with mantras.

God, I need a cigarette.

When I get to Ward 10, Mr Davidson is yelling at the top of his 78-year-old lungs. Which has the combined effect of being both disturbing and at the same time strangely sweet. But perhaps the main takeaway is the sheer volume. A visiting couple and a porter stand stock still in the hallway, heads cocked towards the commotion coming from his room.

Their expressions settle when they clock my doctor ID lanyard, it tends to have that effect. Over the years I’ve noticed the doctor’s lanyard tends to elicit either relief or apprehension.

I flick off my angry pager and plop it back in its pocket. Doctors are some of the only people left in the world you’re likely to see carrying pagers. We still use them because they’re reliable. Unlike mobile phones, pagers don’t have dead zones, they work everywhere, even on the heavily insulated X-ray wards of a hospital. And they don’t run out of battery after a few hours, pagers can run for over a week between charges. And they’re durable. Throw them as hard as you possibly can against a concrete wall while crying, for example, and they just won’t die.

When I enter the room in question I find a junior doctor, two agency nurses, and Mr Davidson’s 40-year-old son standing impotently by as the bedbound Mr Davidson continues to shout, his voice quavering at the assembled group, tears rolling softly down his tired, crinkly face. All heads turn to me as I enter. The lanyard does its thing.

The junior doctor throws me an imploring look, his expression telling me he’d be more than happy for me to take over. I give him a nod. This is, after all, why they paged me.

Mr Davidson’s screaming and the general vibe in the room make it clear that an impasse has been reached. Mr Davidson doesn’t want to be touched or manhandled.

‘Good morning, Mr Davidson,’ I say brightly, topping his energy.

There’s a slight break in the rhythm of his yells. He looks at me surprised and I continue with his full attention. ‘My name is Dr Lewis. Do you remember me, Mr Davidson? I’m your doctor. Emma Lewis.’ I give him a reassuring smile as if to say, Of course you remember me, we’re old friends.

He clings to my smile, seduced from his train of thought, and his yelling finally ceases. He gives me a tentative nod. Not fully invested in the idea that we know each other just yet.

‘Can you tell me what’s wrong, Mr Davidson?’

His tear-stained face uncrumples as he struggles to unpick my question.

‘Are you in pain, Mr Davidson? Where do you feel it?’ I nudge him on. He looks away from me now, towards the window.

It’s hard to tell to what extent Mr Davidson recognizes me, if he does at all. Howard Davidson has problems accessing and storing memory, I’ve been treating him for three weeks since he was admitted. Recognition is a complex neurological process and humans are very, very good at masking the absence of it. People adapt around memory losses. They rely on other things like visual cues and social cues; they get good at reading people, situations, they find ways around things until an answer presents itself. But regardless of whether Howard Davidson recognizes me, he trusts me, he’s stopped shouting, and that is definitely progress.

I approach his bed cautiously. He turns to look up at me with his big wet eyes, curious, exhausted. I gently place a hand on his arm as reassurance.

He peers down at my hand, his chest rising and falling as he fights to get his breath back to normal. He doesn’t pull away from my touch, he doesn’t lash out. Patients with memory disorders can often become uncharacteristically aggressive, physically violent, but when his gaze floats back up to me it isn’t hostile, it’s entreating.

‘Where exactly are you feeling the pain, Mr Davidson?’ I ask again, softly.

He takes in air in great heaves, not a huge surprise, he’s been yelling continuously at the top of his voice for quite a while to a confused and frankly deeply concerned audience. As he stares up at me gulping in snatched breaths, he looks like a man lost in a foreign country.

He taps his chest. His heart. That’s my answer. The answer to my question. That’s where he feels the pain: in his heart.

I nod and give his arm another gentle squeeze.

I understand.

Mr Davidson nods back solemnly, good, and promptly bursts into a cataclysm of coughs.

There’s nothing wrong with his heart – well, not physically anyway. What’s physically wrong with Howard Davidson is his brain. As far as Howard is concerned he’s a 32-year-old man trapped inside the body of a 78-year-old. He woke up three weeks ago with no memory of the last forty-six years of his life. In his mind he left his house in 1973 and woke up here, an old man. What’s wrong with Howard Davidson is visible only on a scan. Large sections of his neo-cortex have atrophied, died. All the memories stored in those areas are gone, a huge portion of his life, to his mind, never happened. Three weeks ago, he was fine, pottering around his garden, walking his dog, reading, deep in the flow of his own life, enjoying his retirement, but that old man is gone now.

Howard Davidson was found wandering down the central reservation of a dual carriageway in Shepherd’s Bush, and brought to the emergency room. After we ascertained from his relatives that he had no history of Alzheimer’s, that up until that morning he had apparently been quite happily enjoying the life of a retired MP, an MRI scan was taken.

The atrophy present in the brain scan was found to be indicative of vascular dementia, specifically single-infarct dementia. A single stroke had instantly killed off a massive portion of his hippocampus. Forty-six years of life erased in the blink of an eye. He has no memory of having had children, or running for office, and he still believes he lives with his young wife Ginny near Goldhawk Road. All long-term memories end there.

I pour him a glass of water from the jug beside his bed. He takes it with a shaky hand. Then I turn to face the ragtag line-up behind me, looking for some kind of explanation for Mr Davidson’s current state, although I already have my suspicions.

His son catches my eye. Simon Davidson and I have met before, briefly, on the day Howard was admitted.

I’ll let you in on a secret they tell us at medical school – sometimes things can’t be fixed. Sometimes things must be lived with. Adapted to. Simon Davidson didn’t want to hear that.

I’ve been in this profession long enough to trust my instincts in situations like this and right now my instincts are telling me that Simon is almost definitely the issue at fault here. Doctors and nurses don’t tend to make grown men cry. Well, not in a professional setting at any rate. So, I give the medical team a nod and they shuffle, gratefully, out past Simon.

‘Simon, would it be possible to talk to you outside briefly?’

Simon’s eyes widen slightly at being the only person singled out. ‘Er, yeah. Yes. Sure.’ He gives me a pragmatic nod and starts to leave.

‘I’ll be right with you in one minute.’ I offer him a reassuring smile as he pushes out the door, frowning and unconvinced. However, I need to settle Mr Davidson, my actual patient, before I can deal with his son.

I watch the door softly puff closed behind him.

‘Who was that horrible young man?’ The voice comes shaky from behind me.

I turn and take in Mr Davidson’s frail form, his crumpled features, his kind eyes. I feel an ache of sadness in my chest. He means his son, of course. But the thing that really gets me is the caution with which he asks the question, the caution for me, in case he offends me, in case the horrible man is a friend of mine.

‘It’s all right, Howard, it’s just me and you now,’ I reassure him. I move back to the bed and take his delicate wrist in my hand, counting off his pulse. Elevated but fine. ‘Did the man who was just in here upset you, Howard?’

I know the answer already. This isn’t the first time this has happened since Mr Davidson’s been here, not by any means, nor is he the first patient who’s reacted in this way.

Howard Davidson shifts to sit a little higher in the bed. ‘That young man. Not the other doctor, the small man. He told me that Ginny had died. My wife. Ginny. And I don’t know who he was or why he’d say a thing like that. I mean, why would he say it?’ He studies my face, a fallen toddler unsure yet whether to laugh or cry. ‘And the way he said it, so strange. Just “She’s dead”, plain and simple, when I asked when she’d get here, just like that, like it was nothing. My Ginny dead.’ He thumps his fingers against his chest, he’s agitated again at the memory. ‘Why would he say that?’ He peers up at me, watery eyes panicked. ‘Ginny’s okay, isn’t she? She was fine when I left the house. The other doctor wouldn’t tell me. She’s all right, isn’t she? I should never have left the house.’ His frail hands become fists now on the bed sheets.

Ginny died eleven years ago, at sixty-two, from thyroid cancer. To be fair to Howard’s son, he was probably just trying to remind his father, but no doubt would have done so in that slightly weary way people tend to reiterate facts to dementia patients.

‘Is Ginny all right?’ Muscle tremors flutter under his eyes. He’s tired.

I take his hand lightly. ‘Yes, Ginny’s perfect, Howard. She’s very good. She sends her love, and she told me to tell you that she can’t make it in this afternoon but she’ll see you first thing tomorrow.’ I say it because he is my patient and it will make him feel really good, and he won’t remember I said it tomorrow.

He smiles and squeezes my hand as hard as he can, eyes filling. ‘Thank you. Thank you, I was so worried about her. I don’t know what I would do without my Ginny. And if I didn’t even get a chance to say goodbye, well . . .’ Of course, he did get a chance to say goodbye – eleven years ago, at her bedside, in this very hospital.

Mr Davidson will not be able to remember the words of this conversation, but he will remember the feelings it brings up.

I’m not lying to him. I’m just not being an arsehole.

We can’t inform Howard that his wife is dead every time he asks us, it would be beyond cruelty. Why repeat the worst day of this man’s life every day of his life?


Outside in the hallway I try to explain this to his defensive son.

‘Are you suggesting we’re just supposed to lie to him? Every day? Until he dies?’ Simon’s voice is low but the tone is harsh.

This isn’t a discussion for a corridor but I don’t think any venue would sweeten what I’m about to say. ‘You just have to ask yourself, Simon, who exactly would benefit from his remembering your mother’s death? Why are you so keen on making your father remember that one event?’

He stares at me, blindsided by my questions. Confused by the subversion of the customer-is-always-right rule he assumed also operated in hospitals. He swallows whatever vitriol he was about to say and replies simply, ‘I want him to remember it because it’s true. It’s important he remembers it because it’s true.’

‘Yes, it is true, Simon. But lots of things are true. I could theoretically wander up to Oncology right now and tell everyone up there that ninety per cent of them definitely aren’t going to make it, but what on earth would be the clinical benefit of that? Your father isn’t going to get any better. He won’t remember these things, no matter how often you tell him. It will only upset him. And if you tell him he will hate you, Simon. He may well live another fifteen or even twenty years. He may outlive us all. I think we’d both like his remaining years to be happy ones. I’d advise you to let your sister take over as next of kin from now on and to limit your visits if you’re not happy with what I’m recommending. And if you do insist on continuing to visit your father, I’m going to have to ask you to stop deliberately agitating and upsetting him. He’s a vulnerable adult and what you’re doing is bordering on psychological abuse.’

As harsh as that may sound, Howard is my patient, it’s his welfare I’m here to safeguard, not his son’s.

Simon glares at me for a second before he replies.

‘I see,’ he says finally. ‘Um, well, obviously, I hadn’t realized I was causing him so much distress . . .’

People don’t want truth from us doctors, not really, they may think they do but they don’t. People want doctors to be like priests. They want hope delivered with authority.

I catch sight of a nurse waving over to me from the nurses’ station: she gestures to a phone receiver at her ear. I suggest family counselling to Simon and say goodbye.

At the nurses’ station I’m handed the phone with a rallying smile. On to the next.

‘Hi, Emma.’ The voice on the other end of the line is my secretary, Milly. ‘Sorry to chase you round the building but there was a phone call earlier from the US. I told them you were on call and they said they’d call back at half past. And I haven’t seen you since so I thought I should let you know.’

I look down at my wristwatch: 8:27. I can make it back to Neuropsychiatry in that time – at a jog.

‘Who was it, Milly?’

‘A man named Richard Groves. Dr Groves.’

I frown at her down the line. ‘Richard Groves? That can’t be right. Are you sure?’

‘That’s definitely what he said his name was.’ She says it with mild disinterest. I can hear her continuing to type as she talks.

‘The Richard Groves?’

The line goes silent for a second. ‘Um . . . I don’t know, Emma, sorry. He just said his name and I wrote it down. Why? Who is he?’

I momentarily consider explaining who he is to Milly, then think better of it. She wouldn’t have nearly the right reaction if I told her who Richard Groves was. If she googled him, which I’m absolutely certain she won’t, she’d see a career spanning thirty years at the forefront of neuroscience; she’d see bestsellers, essays, university placements, corporate and political consultancies resulting in new tech, new procedures, new government policies. If she googled my actual job title, which again she wouldn’t, but if she did google the word ‘neuropsychiatrist’ Richard Groves’s name would come up in the Wikipedia notable section. Mine would not. Well, not yet.

‘Okay. Did he say at least say what he was calling about, Milly?’

‘Um . . .’ I hear a rustle of papers. ‘Um, no. No, he didn’t.’

I have met Richard Groves twice. The last time briefly, three years ago, at a medical conference networking session in Dubai. I wrote my thesis on him and I had – have – disagreed with some of his methods, but that’s what medical papers do. That’s the scientific method, right there. He was affable when we met, collegial, but I wouldn’t say we were quite on telephone chatting terms. Out of the blue doesn’t even begin to describe this phone call. Why the hell is he calling me from America at 8am on a Monday morning?

It’s a question I’m pretty sure Milly won’t have the answer to. I look at my watch again, two minutes now. I can make it if I run.
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The Man

Day 1 – People Arrive


‘This is Bravo Seven for Sierra Four-Three. Sierra Four-Three, proceed immediately to the car park at Holkham Beach. Report of suspicious behavior: IC1, white, male, thirties-forties, approximately six foot, dark clothing, erratic behavior. Elderly caller has eyes on suspect and been advised not to approach.’

Static.

‘Received Bravo Seven. Sierra Four-Three, en route. Go ahead, over.’

Static.

‘Non-urgent call. But, proceed with caution, suspect may be under the influence or possible mental health issues. Appears to be in some distress. No visible weapons but potential suicide risk, over.’

Static.

‘Received Bravo Seven. Sierra Four-Three proceeding to location. On our way. Out.’

Fifteen minutes later, the patrol car is the only car in the beach car park. The long stretch of ochre shingle usually packed with vehicles during the holidays is now abandoned, deserted for the winter season. The officers – one female, one male – get out of the car, the slam of doors the only sound as their breath hangs in warm clouds in the post-dawn air. They crunch their way out towards the beach path. The female officer slides up the zipper of her fluorescent high-vis coat, a sharp slice of colour cutting through the drab forest.

The path opens, its gravel giving way to the boardwalk over the reed marshes that connects the forest and beach. Ahead, the vast expanse of Holkham Beach rolls out before them. An elderly man stands waiting on the blustery peak of a steep sand dune and they cross the soft sand to meet him. Their approach catches his eye and he turns, waving his umbrella to draw attention.

He shouts something down to them but his words are lost in the wind.

The female police officer throws a look to the male officer. He drops back almost imperceptibly as she takes the lead. As they reach the dune’s crest, the full extent of the beach rises into view, the long flat sweep towards the breaking waves and the North Sea. It’s choppy out there today.

The two officers can make out his words now, over the wind, mid-sentence.

‘. . . don’t know what’s wrong. I asked, but I can’t seem to get through to him. He just kept going. He’s gone on down there now.’ The old man throws an arm up towards the east and the officers’ eyes follow his motion down the beach. ‘Over there. Do you see? ‘

In the distance a receding figure, walking away, alone on the empty beach, in no particular hurry.

‘I told them on the phone already,’ the old man continues. ‘No way I could stop him, you see. Had to come up here just to get a mobile phone signal anyway. Terrible reception out here. I told him to wait, someone would be here soon but he just kept going. Not sure if he even heard what I was saying. There’s something . . . wrong with him. I don’t know, he’s not in good shape at all. Soaking wet for a start. And on a day like this.’

The female police officer turns away from the figure on the beach, back to the old man. She takes him in, a smartly dressed early riser on his morning walk, paper under arm, umbrella, raincoat, hat; he’s prepared for the weather. His cheeks ruddy in the cold. ‘Did you make the call yourself, sir?’ she asks.

‘I did. I didn’t think anything of him until he got closer. Some mornings there are other walkers out this early especially on the weekends but when he got closer I saw something wasn’t quite right. And I thought I should say something,’ he persists. ‘You know, just in case.’

‘Just in case?’ the female officer asks, her curiosity piqued.

‘He needed help,’ he clarifies.

The female officer looks down at the tracks in the sand below the dune’s slope. A line of bare footprints leading all the way back to the west cove, perhaps two miles, certainly as far as the eye can see. She looks east, out towards the walking figure in the distance. He has no shoes. Then, as if on cue, as if he can feel her eyes on his back, the figure stops.

He stands there motionless, letting the wind roar around him. His wet clothes slapping heavily against him.

And then he drops. Half collapsing, half sitting, onto the wet sand.

The male officer turns to the female officer, touches her sleeve. She gives him a nod, then turns back to the old man. ‘Sir, this is Officer Poole and he’s going to take a statement from you, about what’s happened. Are you okay with that?’

The old man nods.

The male officer retrieves a slim black notebook from his utility pocket, flips it open and begins.

Officer Poole’s questions fade out of hearing in the wind as the female police officer moves off in the direction of the sitting man.

A series of thoughts flicker across her face as she walks out across the sands. She depresses the button on her radio.

‘This is Sierra Four-Three. We are at the scene. I have eyes on the suspect, IC1, approximately six foot, dark clothing. East Holkham Beach. Subject has no shoes. I am approaching with caution.’ She continues to close the wide gulf between them, the sand twirling in tiny whirlwinds between her and him. There is something surreal about the scene. It makes her think of the past. There is something Gothic about it, she decides, something expansive. And for some reason the start of Great Expectations springs into her mind. A convict washed up in the marshes.

Without a second thought she pulls her radio up again, depresses the button. ‘Bravo Seven this is Sierra Four-Three. Can we run a check on HMP Bure. Anyone unaccounted for, let me know. Suspect may be missing person, over.’ It’s just a feeling, nothing more, an instinct, but she knows sometimes instincts are right.

Her radio crackles to life loudly. ‘Acknowledged Sierra Four-Three. Running prison check now. Stand by. Over.’

He doesn’t turn at the sound. She’s closer now, she can see his clothes, soaking wet, just as the old man said. His body shuddering, struggling to maintain core temperature and failing. The early stages of hypothermia.

‘Sir?’ she shouts, trying to lift her voice over the howling wind but the wind throws it back in her face.

Still, the figure does not turn. She is close now, close enough to see the rise and fall of the man’s shoulders, the shallow pant of his breath in the icy air. She pauses.

The radio on her chest bursts loud with static again. ‘Sierra Four-Three, be advised that is a negative, repeat negative on HMP Bure. All accounted for at Bure prison. Advise. Over.’

The figure before her still does not move; he does not appear to hear, as her fingers fumble to silence the radio.

She moistens her lips, makes another assessment.

The suspect is not responding. He has no visible weapons but could possibly have a concealed one, though where he might be hiding it she does not know. His clothes are loose and wet, clinging to his chest and arms. He could have hypothermia already. He could be in shock. His behaviour could be erratic.

It would be possible for her to overpower him for the short amount of time necessary for Officer Poole to make up the distance across the beach between them, should she need to, in the unlikely event the suspect becomes violent.

She proceeds, with caution. ‘Sir?’

A movement. His back muscles tense at the sound of her voice. He can hear her, that much is clear.

‘Hello, sir? Can you hear me, sir?’

He does not respond.

‘Bit of a cold morning for a swim, isn’t it? Why don’t we head to somewhere warm?’

He remains motionless, his back to her.

‘Can I ask what exactly you’re doing, sir?’

The distance between them fills with the roar of the wind and waves.

She makes a decision and moves in a wide semicircle up the beach until she has an angle on the man’s face.

He’s looking out at the sea, his face slack, tension around his eyes, lost in thought.

It certainly looks like he’s in shock. In which case whatever has happened to him has already happened, this is the aftermath of something. Whether he is the victim or the perpetrator remains uncertain.

‘Sir, I’m going to need you to respond to me. Can you do that?’

He doesn’t answer.

Tricky, she thinks. They usually run at you or away from you at this point. Either they’re being chased by you or rescued by you. She can’t tell which she’s doing here. The other shoe usually drops at this point.

But he has no shoes, she notes.

‘Sir. I’m going to need you to look at me.’ He briefly glances away in the other direction as if he hears something in the distance.

She tries again.

‘Sir, I’m going to need you to turn around—’

He turns, calmly, and looks straight at her.

His features are striking though softened with age. An attractive man in his late thirties or early forties, she guesses. She takes in his thick dark hair, his brown eyes, the shadow of stubble across his jaw sprinkled with the first signs of grey.

Then their eyes lock and the sounds of the beach around them seem to fade away, a bubble forming around them, a connection.

There is something odd in the way he looks at her.

When questioned afterwards she will struggle to accurately articulate how his look made her feel . . . but after some thought she will settle on the adjective: peculiar.

A calm descends over them, like being underwater, like falling through the air, together. Like a dream.

A gull shrieks and the female officer’s attention flicks up and away for the fraction of a second, but the spell is broken.

She looks back just in time to see the man’s eyes flutter as he slumps softly down onto the wet sand, unconscious.

‘Oh, shit,’ she mutters. Her words, once again, lost in the wind.

Her eyes dart up the beach to where Officer Poole and the old man stand, both dumbly staring back.

It is Officer Poole who starts running first. Sand flying out behind him.

She snaps back into action, diving forward and moving the huddled body into a recovery position, gently adjusting his head and freeing his airways. Her hands coming away streaked with slick, wet smears of blood. A head wound.

Officer Poole stumbles to a halt over her. ‘What happened?’ he pants.

She looks up at him, depressing the buttons of her radio, pulling it towards her mouth, by way of explanation.

‘This is Officer Graceford, come in, over.’ She eyes Officer Poole as she waits. ‘Check for ID,’ she prompts him.

The radio crackles to life. ‘Received, Graceford. Go ahead, over.’

Poole is on his knees now, his hands urgently searching the man’s body, probing pockets for identification.

Graceford speaks quickly and clearly into the radio. ‘We have a medical emergency on Holkham Beach eastern. Closest access point Holkham car park. Requesting immediate medical assistance. Over.’

Poole shakes his head. ‘No ID. No bag, nothing.’

Graceford depresses the button again. ‘Assistance required for unidentified white male, late thirties to early forties, unconscious, potential head injury, initial assessment indicates early stages of hypothermia and shock. Unclear if drug related. Please advise. Over.’

Static.

‘Sierra Four-Three. Be advised. Paramedics are en route from King’s Lynn, ETA eight to ten. Are you able to administer first aid onsite? Over.’

Poole nods to Graceford and starts to remove his jacket. He throws it to her and immediately sets about unbuttoning his work boots.

‘Yes, yes, we’re administering basic first aid onsite,’ she says into her radio. ‘ETA acknowledged, Dispatch. We’ll try to keep him warm out here. Do not advise moving at this stage.’

‘Received, Graceford. Standby.’

Graceford clips her radio away with numb fingers and shrugs off her own coat now. She shifts the unconscious man onto it and places Poole’s coat over him.

Officer Poole, having removed both of his boots, begins to remove his socks too, one bare foot dancing on the cold sand to keep his balance. Gingerly, he thrusts each of the unconscious man’s feet into his still warm socks.

Next Graceford tosses Poole his own discarded boots, which he pulls on the end of each limp leg.

Poole looks down at his watch. ‘That’s five mins. Another three to five to wait.’ Now coatless and shoeless he rubs his hands together briskly to warm them.

Graceford nods. She releases the man’s wrist. ‘Pulse is fine.’

Poole scans the horizon. Three hundred and sixty degrees. Nothing. Nothing but the fading form of the old man. On his way home.

‘What do you think this is then?’ he asks Graceford.

‘Hard to say.’ She looks pensive. ‘No ID. No shoes. He could have wandered off from the hospital, maybe? I checked with Dispatch about Bure Prison, that was my first thought, but the prisoners are all accounted for there. Could be drugs, a mental health problem?’

‘What was he saying to you?’

‘Nothing. Nothing at all. Which was . . . weird.’

‘You think failed suicide?’ He studies her blank face.

She looks down at the silent body. ‘He’s soaking wet. So, he definitely went in the water – for whatever reason. Either he planned to get out again or he didn’t, but I don’t see a towel.’

Poole looks down at his own feet, now turning blue. ‘Well, it’s fucking freezing, I know that much.’ He gestures towards the dunes leading back to the car park. ‘Shall I go over and meet the ambulance crew there? They should be here any minute.’

‘Yeah, you go. Once they’ve picked him up we’ll sweep the area. See what we can find. ID, shoes, clothes, wallet . . . he must have had a bag or something. It’ll be here somewhere. He couldn’t have got here without it.’

Poole nods and heads off before suddenly turning back. He raises his voice to shout over the wind. ‘Unless he didn’t get here by land? He might have got here by sea, if you know what I mean.’ Without waiting for an answer, he shrugs, and sets off at a jog back in the direction of the car park.

Graceford looks down at the wet man, his ribs rising and falling. Maybe Poole is right, she thinks, maybe he came off a boat.

Another figure rises into view over the top of the dunes, unseen at first.

This figure is not a paramedic and he is not wearing a hi-vis vest. He carries a camera in one hand, its neck strap dangling loosely above the wispy dune grass.

‘Oh shit,’ Graceford whispers to herself when sees him.

She rises quickly to her feet, takes a deep breath and shouts as loudly as she can, her chest aching against the noise of the wind. She shouts in the hope that Poole will hear her.

‘GET HIM OFF THE FUCKING BEACH, CHRIS!’

At the top of the mound Mike Redman doesn’t catch Graceford’s words but he catches her tone. He pauses.

He takes in the tableau stretched out before him. Graceford bent over a crumpled form, surrounded by miles of empty rolling sand. Beautiful.

A barefooted Poole, sprinting tragicomically towards him, mouth wide, mid-shout. Perfect.

Redman raises his camera. And starts to shoot.

Over the clacking of the shutter the whisper of a siren wails over the wind into audibility.
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Dr Emma Lewis

Day 6 – The Phone Call


I burst into my empty office, fumble on the lights, and grab the receiver halfway through the third ring.

‘Hello?’ It comes out louder and more flustered than I had anticipated. I feel a hot blush steep through my cheeks even though I’m the only person in the room. I’ve essentially just shouted at the world’s most pre-eminent neuroscientist. Happy Monday, Emma, you’re doing a sterling job.

There’s a brief pause on the other end of the line before the caller regroups.

‘Hello, sorry. Am I speaking to Dr Lewis?’ The voice has the warm hum of an American accent. ‘This is Richard Groves calling for Dr Lewis. May I speak with her?’

‘Yes, sorry, Dr Groves. Yes, it is, yes, Dr Lewis speaking.’ Complete gibberish. I take a second, cover the receiver, and try to catch my breath from three flights of stairs and too many busy corridors. ‘Sorry that I missed your first call, Richard. I wasn’t available earlier. It’s a bit crazy here at the moment . . . well, always actually . . . but you know what it’s like, I suppose.’ I bury a groan in my free hand. Oh God, I should have thought about what I might actually say when I answered the phone. Bugger.

But rich laughter greets me from the other end of the line. ‘That I do, Emma. That I do. Not to worry. I’ve got you now and that’s all that matters.’ I raise my head from my hand. The voice is kind, there’s a calm authority to it. And it’s a voice I recognize very well from the brief times we’ve met, and of course from his TED Talks and audiobooks; there’s something instantly reassuring about it.

I realize he’s stopped talking.

‘How can I help, Richard?’ I move a box of case notes from my office chair and sit down, hard, into its puffed leather.

He clears his throat, suddenly businesslike. ‘Well, here’s the thing, Emma – is it okay if I call you Emma? Or do you prefer Dr Lewis?’

‘No, no, Emma is fine.’ Now I realize that I’ve already called him Richard and I didn’t even ask. Ugh.

‘That’s great, Emma. Okay, so, I’ll cut to the chase. The last time we met was—’

‘In Dubai?’ I cringe at the thought. Oh God.

‘Yes, that conference on advances in neuropsychiatry, I think. We spoke about retrograde amnesia, and psychogenic amnesia, fugue. Misdiagnosis and testing methods.’

‘Um, yes, yes we did.’ We spoke about memory loss and psychological trauma. We spoke about misdiagnosis. I feel the back of my neck flush hot because I know what’s coming. I push on, regardless. ‘Yes, that’s right. I think it was in regards to my paper—’

‘Yes, it was,’ he agrees and I hear a smile in his voice. His recollection of events is obviously amusing him. Thank bloody God for that.

Our conversation in Dubai was the second time we had met and it had gone pretty well, in comparison to the first time we met.

The first time we met he was giving a lecture on the neurobiology of amnesia at Stanford. I’d received a research grant and I’d used the opportunity to travel to the U.S. to hear the talk and try to arrange to meet him in person to clarify some points about the cases he’d worked on. Now, to be fair to myself, I was young. I still had the idea that confrontational debate in an educational setting was a productive method of getting anything at all done. Which it turns out is not, in fact, true. And on top of that it turned out that I had also sort of misunderstood the tone of the evening. So when the Q&A finally opened out to the audience, it would be fair to say that, as I lowered my shaky hand and started to ask the first of my three questions, I was not greeted with quite the professional curiosity that I had naively expected from Groves’s eight-hundred-seat auditorium of paying guests.

I feel the cringe twang again deep inside me.

‘Listen, Richard, can I just say again, I am so sorry for what happened at Stanford. I just, I can even . . .’

He’s chuckling now, oh God, somehow that makes it worse. What a lovely man.

‘Emma, I told you the last time we met. It’s fine. I mean, I wish we’d discussed your questions in a more private setting but, heck, that’s the nature of medicine, right? You’ve got to be able to question things. Anyway, put it out of your mind for now.’

I hear the receiver pull away slightly at his end of the line and a muffled yawn.

‘Sorry, Emma,’ Groves continues. ‘It’s not you. You’ll have to excuse me but I’m on Eastern Time, it’s three thirty-two in the morning here in Massachusetts. Long past my bedtime.’ He gives a tired chuckle, warm and throaty. ‘We’re pulling an all-nighter in the lab. So, I thought, why not call you in England at a decent hour while I’m up anyway.’

I realize it’s still Sunday night where he is. He’s pulling an all-nighter on a Sunday; Jesus, the Americans work hard. Monday morning in London suddenly feels infinitely more manageable.

‘Well, I’m glad you called! So . . . what is it I can do for you, Richard?’ Even as I say it I wonder if there genuinely is anything I could help him with. It seems unlikely. Unless of course he needs someone to embarrass him publicly at another upcoming function.

I hear him sigh heavily. ‘Emma, I really hate all this. You see, I’m usually a planning-ahead man, not a fan of changes to my schedule, snap decisions, that sort of thing. I suppose it’s quite an old-fashioned way of working but it’s what I’m used to. So, I apologize if you’re the same, but I’m afraid the reason I’m calling is all quite seat-of-the-pants. Anyway, to cut to the chase, I got a call this morning, my morning, from the UK about a patient over there and it made me think of you. Sorry, just one moment—’ He breaks off, there’s the scratch of something being pressed against the receiver mouthpiece on his end. I notice I’m standing up, I’m not sure when that happened.

I wait. I look at my grey office door, the grey slat blinds, the neat piles of green patient folders on my desk. Then his voice comes back on the line like warm honey.

‘My apologies. The natives are restless here. Where was I?’

‘You got a call and thought of me,’ I prompt, sitting back down.

‘Ah, yes. So, I got a call from Peter Chorley, at Cambridge. Do you know Chorley?’

I rack my brains, but I feel like I would remember a Peter Chorley if I’d ever met one. ‘No. I don’t think I do. No.’

‘He’s got tenure, Head of Neurolinguistics at Cambridge. No background in our field but he does a lot of advisory stuff, freelance, over there in the UK, government consultancy, initiatives, boards – that sort of thing. A Jack of all trades, to some extent. Anyway, he rang to gauge my interest on working with a patient over there in England. He thought it would be exactly my kind of thing – but as you can tell – I’m pretty swamped up here. So, long story short, I suggested you.’

I clutch the phone hard as if it might suddenly and inexplicably be yanked from me, my breath catching in my throat.

Oh my God.

Richard continues. ‘You’re there already, you know your stuff, it’s a small field and this is exactly what you’ve been after, am I right?’ He asks triumphantly, a man doing someone a solid favour.

I genuinely cannot believe this is happening. ‘Er . . .’ is all I manage.

‘It’s an intriguing case. I promise you, you’ll love it,’ he adds encouragingly.

And I’m absolutely certain I will love it but that’s not the problem. The problem is I’m pretty sure Richard Groves has made a mistake and dialled the wrong number.

I try to think if there are any other neuropsychiatrists who a), look like me, or b), have names similar to mine.

He must be trying to get hold of someone else, surely? Things like this don’t happen. Or at least they don’t happen to me.

But then neuropsychiatry isn’t a huge field, especially in the UK, especially when it comes to specialists in memory. And now that I really think about it I might be one of the few British specialists who’s actually had the balls to introduce themselves to Groves and spoken to him in person. We neuropsychiatrists don’t tend to get out much; precious work time does tend to eat into any available extraneous social time. So, perhaps I am pretty high on his list of options after all.

But who am I kidding? I pushed for this, didn’t I? I pushed so hard for this chance. Every time I’ve met Richard I’ve pushed. I talked, I listened; I hung on his every word. I basically low-level stalked him for this opportunity. I’ve foisted my diagnostic theories down his throat at every juncture. And I sure as hell never saw anyone else pushing through the crowds to get to him to debate diagnostic methodology. God knows no one’s pushed to be at the forefront of his mind more than I have. So, maybe it isn’t so strange? Perhaps in a way I chose him.

‘I know it might seem a shot out of the blue, Emma. But you’ve been on my radar for a while now. You know how rare these cases are. And you’re over there. I could’ve called Tom Lister at John Radcliffe, he’s . . . well he’s not as – shall we say – invested as you are in new research. Let’s be straight. You’ve got ideas, theories. I’ve read your research material, but you haven’t had a proper stab at a fugue case yet. And you were right about brain imaging, we should have used it, every case should; it should have been used to rule out or verify fugue. If I’d had the tech twenty years ago, I’d have been shouting at doctors in lecture halls too. It’s what I’d use now myself, and I know for damn sure it’s what you’ll use.’ He gives a youthful laugh. ‘Listen, I know you’re busy over there, you’ve got your own thing going on in London and it’d mean travelling north, uprooting for a while, but I really think but this could be the opportunity you’ve been after. I wouldn’t be where I am today if someone hadn’t taken a shot on me and this is me giving you yours. What do you say?’ He leaves the question hanging in the air, an ocean between us.

Richard Groves has read my work. Of course, he has. He’s a fucking genius, I bet he reads everything. But he liked it. He agrees with it. It’s right. I’m right.

I peer up at the anaemic grey of the ceiling tiles above me. Somehow there’s a coffee stain up there. I have no idea what he’s suggested me for yet but whatever it is I should definitely do it, I’d be crazy not to.

‘What’s the case, Richard?’ I ask, grabbing a pen and a stack of Post-its from the desk.

His tone is enthusiastic. ‘Mr Nobody,’ he says. My pen hovers over the post-it paper expecting more but nothing comes.

‘Sorry? What was that, Richard? Mr . . . ?’

‘I know, it’s ridiculous – as usual. The press are calling him Mr Nobody. He’s the guy they found on the beach the other week. The one in the news.’ He pauses expectantly once more, waiting for some kind of acknowledgement from me but I am still in the dark. I suppose now might be a good time to tell him that I don’t really watch the news. I mean, I hardly have time to do my own laundry and the last thing I want to do with the little free time I do have is fill it with problems I can’t solve. The most I read is the free paper on the Underground on the way to work and I only skim that. Perhaps, in this case though, a little TV could have gone a long way. Oops.

I depress the computer’s power button as stealthily as I can and swivel my chair and the phone away from its burst of start-up noises. Google will be able to fill me in.

‘Er, yes I think I saw something—’ I fudge as the home screen settles.

But he clearly sees through my delay tactics. ‘Ah, okay. I’m guessing you haven’t seen it. Let me give you the potted history. I’ll get the exact location details to you but he’s in England, it’s a coastal town outside London. But diagnosis wise, at this stage, it’s looking like retrograde amnesia or dissociative fugue.’ He pauses to let that information sink in.

Retrograde amnesia or fugue. The loss of all stored episodic memory, biographical memory, through trauma be it physical or psychological. Patients with either would retain all skill-based procedural and knowledge-based memory, as these types of memories are stored in different areas of the brain but lose personal memory. A patient would know, for example, what the idea of home is, but he won’t remember his. He’d remember how to drive a car but not where he usually parked it. His past would be a blank slate; remembering nothing of his life before the physical or psychological trauma that caused the amnesia occurred. Like walking into a room and forgetting why – except you also don’t know where the room is, or where you were before you walked into it.

Retrograde amnesia is caused by physical damage to the brain and it’s very, very rare. But fugue is even rarer and unlike retrograde amnesia fugue is caused solely by psychological trauma. I suddenly understand why Richard Groves is calling me in particular. In my thesis I argued Groves may have misdiagnosed certain fugue cases, I stuck my head out over the parapet of recent graduation and criticized the received wisdom, challenging the established method and arguing publicly that historically most fugue cases were likely misdiagnosed. He’s offering me a chance. A chance to prove it.

I take a deep breath. ‘I see.’

There’s silence on the other end of the line. I realize he wants me to ask the most important question of all, the nub of the matter.

‘Which do you think it is, Richard? Retrograde or fugue?’ I ask carefully. We both know how important the distinction is. If this is a genuine fugue case it could give invaluable insight into an extremely rare condition. We’ve only really been able to test for it since the 1990s, which means study cases are few and far between.

‘I haven’t seen any scans yet,’ Richard answers cautiously, ‘but what they’re telling me sounds intriguing. It isn’t presenting as malingering, and it wouldn’t have got this far if it was, especially in light of the oversights on the Piano Man case. People are very keen to spot that kind of thing early. I have it on very cynical authority from Chorley that we’re dealing with something much more complex here. The powers-that-be over there seem pretty eager not to fuck the situation up. Yes, it’s definitely fair to say they don’t want another Piano Man situation.’

It suddenly occurs to me how big a deal this case could be. If I take it, I won’t just be treating an extremely rare RA/Fugue patient, I’ll be responsible for averting another NHS diagnostic shit show. Because that’s exactly what the Piano Man case was.

Ten years ago, another man was found, this time in Sheppey, the Isle of Sheppey in Kent, an off-season seaside town. He was soaking wet and wandering along a coastal road in an evening suit. He had no identification on him; the labels had been cut from his shirt and suit. Admitted to the local hospital, he seemed unable to speak to the doctors and after neurological testing and psychiatric evaluation he was diagnosed as fugue.

Given a sketchpad the man drew a detailed picture of a grand piano on a spot-lit stage. When the staff took him to the piano in the hospital’s chapel, he played the whole of Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata from memory. And he was dubbed the Piano Man.

The Piano Man’s procedural memory was perfect, he remembered how to play, in spite of the fact that he’d lost all personal memory.

The hospital staff encouraged him to play daily, in the hope that it would help his recovery and trigger memory recall. Staff and patients would gather at the back of the chapel to listen, enthralled as the music flowed out of him from who knew where. Inevitably, the press got hold of the story. A photo circulated of the lost-looking man in the hospital’s garden, in his formal evening suit, a stack of chapel musical scores tucked under his arm. He looked every inch the lost musical genius that he swiftly became in the eyes of the world. The media went crazy for him, the public went crazy for him. And, overnight the whole world found out about the Piano Man. The name was almost too perfect, considering the double meaning of fugue: a piece of music made up of many voices repeating the same melody.

The media storm that brewed became a fugue in itself. So many voices. People demanding to know who he was. Where he came from. But, most importantly, what had happened to him.

It played out loud and brash across the tabloids and for one summer the Piano Man caught the imagination of the world. The public projected their own stories, their hopes and fears on his blank expression.

Meanwhile, British neurologists, doctors, psychiatric nurses, and a host of other medical professionals fumbled and fudged different treatment plans while the police tried to track his family down. None of which came to anything. Until finally one day the Piano Man decided to speak. And what he said wasn’t what anyone had expected.

He wasn’t the man the world had been hoping for; he was simply an ordinary man, an imperfect broken person just trying to disappear. He’d been misdiagnosed. He wasn’t in a fugue state; and he didn’t have retrograde amnesia.

The National Health Service, police force and government came under scrutiny for their complete and utter mismanagement of the whole case. The Piano Man was thrown out with the rubbish, a sad malingerer, a fraud who fooled everyone.

But I wouldn’t call what he did malingering, that seems harsh. Malingerers tend to fake for financial gain or to avoid incarceration or military drafting. But the Piano Man just wanted to escape his everyday life for a while.

Richard’s tone is soft, parental. ‘I’d take the case myself if I wasn’t already neck-deep here at MIT. You know, I haven’t had a potential fugue for years now. There’s a lot I’d do differently, a lot I know you’d do differently.’

He’s right. I’ve never had a fugue patient. There aren’t that many around and men like Richard with years of clinical experience tend to scoop them up. Groves has treated cases similar to this one although he had nothing to do with the Piano Man case. Though he did work on a similar case, ‘Unknown Young Male’ in 1999. It was the case where the 20-year-old patient wandered into the Buffalo General Medical Center in upstate New York, soaking wet, with a shaved head, asking if anyone could help him find his way home, as he couldn’t remember where he lived or who he was.

In fact there aren’t many fugue patients Richard hasn’t worked with. He lead on the Lost Man case in 2007, where a businessman came to on the subway in Denver with no memory of his life up until that moment.

And the case of patient H.G (Heather Goodman), who found herself in a Starbucks queue in Portland with no wallet or idea of who she was or how she’d got there. It turned out her amnesia was epilepsy-led and she regained her full memory after only ten days.

Richard has consulted on almost all the recorded fugue cases over the last thirty years, which is why he’s the go-to specialist for cases like this, but that might change, that could change, if this goes well. And it could go well, couldn’t it?

‘I’ll do it,’ I say before I can think of the million reasons why it’s a terrible idea and talk myself out of it.

‘Great! That is excellent news, Emma!’ Richard crows and I feel a warmth spread right through me. ‘Good. I had a feeling you would. Now, listen, I hope you don’t mind but—’

There’s a sharp bang on the door and Milly pops her head around.

Richard continues, ‘—there should be someone turning up there soon. I didn’t want to be presump—’

Milly waves for me to listen, her face uncharacteristically animated.

‘Sorry, Richard, one second,’ I say, lowering the phone. ‘What is it?’ I ask.

‘There’s someone here to see you. He doesn’t have an appointment that I can see but Greg from Caroline Miller’s office just called and said the appointment has already been okay’d with them! With Caroline Miller.’ Millie’s voice is hushed but her pitch is high. Caroline Miller is the chief executive of the whole hospital. We only ever see her at events and general meetings. ‘Did you know about this?’

‘What’s the person name?’

Milly blinks at me blankly. ‘Oh, sorry, his name is Peter Chorley.’

I nod. Ah, okay. Well, that makes sense.

‘Thanks, Milly. Tell him I’ll be out in a second.’ I don’t know whether to be pleased or annoyed that Richard was so certain I’d say yes, but then I suppose he is a neuropsychiatrist and human nature isn’t exactly brain surgery, is it? Oh wait, it kind of is.

I lift the receiver back to my ear as Milly slips out of the room.

‘I think whoever was on their way is here, Richard.’

‘Ah! Perfect timing. I’ll leave you to it then. Listen, let me know how it goes, I’m interested. Your secretary has my number. If you need anything at all you know where I am, Emma. Don’t be a stranger.’
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The Man

Day 1 – Back on the Beach



‘I understand that, Mike, I do.’ Officer Poole and the photographer for the Brancaster Times have reached an impasse in the car park. Mike Redman’s camera hangs between them from the thick Nikon strap around his neck. ‘I appreciate that you have a job to do but let us do our job first and then . . . fire away. Does that sound fair? The most important thing is we get this guy taken care of. Could you just put the camera away, please, mate?’

Mike scowls, obviously not considering Poole to be his mate.

Officer Poole shifts his 6ft 4in frame into Mike Redman’s personal space and gives him his most reasonable look. ‘Come on, mate, just put it away.’ Mike is unmoved.

‘Look, Mike, the last thing we need is for this guy’s family to find out the state he’s in in the bloody local news. There’s a procedure. So, can you please delete those and just . . . just get back in your car? Now.’

In the distance an ambulance siren wails closer.

‘Can’t do that, mate.’ Mike smirks, with clearly no intention of deleting anything.

Officer Poole exhales loudly and rubs a hand over his face. ‘Ah come on. Look, we both know how you got here so quick. Play the game, Mike. You’ve been warned already. I don’t know why you keep testing the system, ’cause we’re gonna have to charge you at some point. You know you’re not supposed to be listening in on AIRWAVE. It’s an arrestable offence to listen in on police radio and you know it, mate. I don’t know what equipment you’re using but it’s not legal, the frequency’s supposed to be secure. We will search the office, Mike, I’m serious. We will come down there and search it.’

‘You seriously think the Times are going to let you search their office? On what grounds? You’ve got absolutely no cause. Personally, I’d check for a leak on your end, mate. Wouldn’t be the first time.’

‘Okay, first of all, Mike, you don’t work for The Times. You write for the fucking Brancaster Times, so don’t get uppity with me. Secondly if you did work for The Times you wouldn’t be out here arguing with me in a rural car park, would you? So, do everyone a favour and put the camera away.’

Behind Mike, at the edge of the car park, an attractive woman stands, finishing a phone call. Poole has been deliberately ignoring her. Now she pushes her long red hair off her shoulder and makes her way towards the driver’s side of the only other car in the car park. Chris Poole’s face falls. Things are going to get much more complicated now.

She’s in her early thirties, relaxed and confident as she rests one arm against the open car door and reaches in languidly to pull out a full takeaway coffee from the cup holder. She holds Poole’s gaze as she sips.

‘Is there a problem, officer?’ she purrs. This is Zara Poole. Officer Poole’s wife.

Zara is the only person that can suck the wind right out of his sails and fill them up again. And after all these years, he still feels like the teenage boy Zara flirted with at school whenever he’s around her. She still makes him nervous because, if he’s honest with himself, she’s the only woman he’s ever really wanted to impregnate but she hasn’t let him, yet. They’ve practised obviously but Zara isn’t quite ready to step back from work. Meaning power-play situations never tend to end in his favour.

‘Zee. Honey, can you get Mike to stop, please? No pictures. No anything. Just . . . let’s just call it a day now, shall we?’ Officer Poole holds his wife’s gaze, his weary face imploring. ‘Zara?’

Zara lifts both arms wide. She grins. ‘Out of my hands, sweetheart. Photography is not my department. I just do the words! And, um, Chris, honey, quick question? Where are your shoes?’ All eyes travel to Officer Poole’s naked feet.

Poole gives Zara a look. This is the kind of thing they’ve talked about before. Undermining him at work. They’ll talk about this later. Again.

He changes tack. Let his uniform do the talking.

‘All right, that’s enough now. I’m going to have to ask you both to get back in your vehicle, please.’ He ushers Mike back towards the car, his arms wide like a shepherd.

‘Okay, Chris. Okay.’ Zara reluctantly acquiesces.

‘I’m going to have to ask that you both remain within your vehicle, until the medical crew arrives.’

Zara slips into the car’s leather interior shaking her head. ‘Unbelievable . . .’

An ambulance flashes into sight through the hedgerows.

‘Sir,’ Officer Poole gestures again to Mike Redman. ‘Sir, if you could also get in the car.’ The photographer looks through the windscreen to Zara. She nods. A police caution wouldn’t sit well at the paper.

Mike strolls towards the car as the ambulance roars up towards them, flashing and whirring like a fairground ride. Officer Poole depresses his radio button.

‘Graceford, this is Poole. Ambulance has arrived at access point. Standby. Over.’ Poole sets off at a jog to meet the first paramedic as he dismounts from the passenger side. The female driver cuts the siren.

‘This is Graceford. Received. Pulse still stable. No change here. Over.’

‘Hypothermia? And shock, yes?’ the paramedic asks Poole. He grabs his kit bag and slams the passenger door in one fluid motion.

‘Yes, both. He could have other injuries, we didn’t want to move him. He’s currently stable but unconscious. It’s this way.’

Poole and the male paramedic set off back towards the beach. The female paramedic follows with a stretcher under her arm.

Zara leans back into the warm leather of her car seat and sips her hazelnut latte. She slips her mobile phone out of her bag and scrolls through her contacts. She taps out a message and presses send. Mike, still standing outside the car, leans in through the open passenger window.

‘You know him, Zara, is it worth popping over and grabbing a few more photos, or will he kick off?’

Zara thinks for a second. ‘Best not. He’s a bit crabby at the mo. Just grab some iPhone wobble-cam footage. We can pass it off as a member of the public’s footage if we use it. Don’t be too obvious though, Mike.’ She smiles. ‘I don’t want a divorce. It’s not even a year yet.’

She watches Mike wander back towards the beach making his way through the tall grasses on the dunes. Apparently Mike used to work freelance for the News of the World. When it existed. He only moved back to Norfolk because his mum got sick. She watches his receding back and thinks, There’s always been something slightly off about Mike, but at least he gets the job done.

Her phone starts to vibrate in her hand. She checks the number and answers.

‘Yeah, so, what we’ve got so far is an unidentified male washed up on the beach. No ID. Witness confirmed. An old guy. We caught him before he left and got a statement. Yeah, I’ve got some story ideas. I’m thinking a Brexit angle. Illegal immigrant washes up, or broken-Britain middle-Englander failed suicide? Either way—’ She stops and listens.

‘No, no. We don’t know yet,’ she carries on. ‘That’s the point. If he speaks English we’ll go, you know, no job la la la. If he’s foreign we’ll do the immigration angle. It’s fine, whichever. Okay, great, that’s great. Listen, I’ll get more and put something together, get it over to you by end of play. See how you feel, if you want it it’s yours.’ She takes another slurp of coffee. ‘Yeah, sure, but don’t contact me through the office, I’m going to go freelance on this one. Mobile. Great. Okay, Len, I appreciate it.’ She presses End Call and looks out at the swaying grasses of the dune. Mike is nowhere to be seen.

The wind slicing through the open window sends a shiver down her spine. She clicks on her heated seat and the stereo, letting the soothing sound of Frank Ocean drift out from the walnut dash. She closes her eyes and drifts, suspended for a moment, lost in her thoughts.

A scream rips long and horrifying through the wind and the low mumble of the music.

Zara sits bolt upright. Out of her field of vision, on a grassy dune that slopes down to the beach, Mike Redman slowly rises from his crouch to stand, his camera phone still filming.

On the beach the fallen man’s screams fly up into the sky. He has regained consciousness with strange hands on him. All over him.

Mid-air, his legs gripped firmly by the paramedics, he twists, spine arching, writhing with every ounce of strength he has left, his legs kicking out, arms lashing, scratching. He screams. As if he’s trapped. As if he’s being tortured.

Officers Poole and Graceford stand lost for words for a microsecond before diving in to assist.

Graceford, dropping to her knees in the wet sand, restrains the man’s arms, pinning them to his chest, securing the upper body. Poole places his hands down firmly on the man’s flailing shins.

‘Sedative,’ the male paramedic directs to the other.

‘Got it,’ she replies as Poole nods to her: he has the legs secured. She nods back. Retrieving a small pre-prepped syringe from a Velcroed drug roll, she rips at the paper and plastic.

‘Vein,’ she calls out.

The male paramedic has already rolled up the left sleeve of the man’s wet black top, securing the elbow crease in place. ‘Ready,’ he replies.

As the female paramedic leans in, the man screams louder.

In the distance Zara’s head, then shoulders, then body rise into view She stops in her tracks as another scream rips through the air.

She pulls her coat tight around her as she stares out across the open expanse of sand to the huddled figures in the distance.

‘Sweet Jesus,’ she whispers to herself.

And suddenly the screaming stops.



6

Dr Emma Lewis

Day 6 – Peter Chorley



Peter Chorley looks exactly as I’d imagined. A reassuring mixture of tweed, butter and library dust. A kind but sharply intelligent face. Peter is a comfortably dressed Cambridge professor in his sixties. He greets me with a smile, his eyebrows raised mock-conspiratorially at the unusual nature of our first meeting; his handshake is firm and surprisingly warm considering the bitter January cold he’s come in from. I notice his cheeks are flushed and he’s slightly out of breath from his brisk walk from King’s Cross Station to the hospital.

Thankfully Peter Chorley doesn’t fancy the hospital canteen so we head back out into the bitter chill of the London streets. I suggest the Wellcome Collection Café, just next door, to get us out of the cold quickly. It’s a medical museum that boasts the tagline ‘a museum for the incurably curious’, but they also do great coffee and a nice line in homemade pastries, which hits all my major sweet spots. I’ve been coming in here since I moved to London to start medical school. These days I tend to pop in and do admin on my laptop, when I get one of my increasingly rare breaks.

We order our coffees and choose a table overlooking the museum bookshop.

Peter stirs a brown sugar into his espresso. ‘Richard was very keen on you from the get-go,’ he says judiciously. ‘His first choice. I’ll be honest, we had to look you up, we weren’t that familiar with your previous work, case studies, patients, what have you. But it’s impressive. Your work. And regardless of your relative lack of clinical hours in this exact field, Richard’s opinion is trusted. It carries a lot of weight. As you know, he’s the go-to on this sort of thing. Has been for years.’

A warm feeling spreads through me. I was Richard Groves’s first choice. But then I already knew that, didn’t I? Still, nice to hear it out loud from someone else. I take a sip of my coffee to try to cover the wave of childlike pride I feel sweeping over me, reminding myself that this is still a job interview, even if it doesn’t feel like one.

Then I snap myself out of it. After all, I don’t even know yet who exactly it is who is interviewing me. ‘I really appreciate you coming all the way down here to meet with me, Peter,’ I reply. ‘But I have to ask: what exactly is your role in all of this? Richard mentioned you specialize in neurolinguistics, is that right? You don’t have a background in neuroscience yourself? Are you connected to the patient’s hospital?’ I ask, because although very exciting none of this quite seems to make sense to me yet. The call out of the blue from Groves; the sudden arrival of Peter. I’m not really sure who is asking me to do what.

Peter takes a sip of his espresso and gazes out across the bustling café before looking back at me.

‘Ah, yes, sorry, neurolinguistics as charged.’ He gives a pinched smile. ‘No background in your chosen field. But I like to keep up with most areas, or at least I try to.’ His laugh is self-deprecating. ‘For my sins, I’ve been asked to co-ordinate on this, to source a specialist. I’m here in a purely advisory role.’

‘I see.’

‘Yes, it may not look it but I do have a fair few years of clinical experience under my belt, as they say, but now I just tend to advise on the occasional initiative. And teach, of course. No money in any of it, of course.’ He chuckles. ‘But I doubt any of us got into it for that!’ His eyes twinkle at me knowingly and I smile back.

He got that right. NHS pay isn’t great. For perspective, I earn about as much as the average recruitment consultant in London and less then the average mortgage advisor. Of course, I could be earning a pack as a Harley Street psychiatrist – I just don’t want to. I don’t just want a job, I want a vocation. A life.

‘So, you’re working for the government on this? The NHS? The Civil Service?’

Peter smiles back at me, amused. ‘Yes, I am.’ There’s that twinkle again.

Wait, which one? The National Health Service or the Civil Service?

He holds my gaze, inscrutable. He’s not going to tell me who he works for.

He’s not going to tell me. What the hell is going on?

I suddenly get the paranoid feeling that I might be being taken for a ride here. I understand the need for patient confidentiality and the point has been drummed home that this case is going to be tricky in terms of press intrusion but this is ridiculous. It’s obviously Whitehall. Public school children playing at politics.

‘Riiight. Sorry. I’m sorry, Peter, but you are going to have to tell me who exactly you work for or I’m afraid I’m going to have to pass on this.’

Peter leans forward quickly in his seat, eager to dispel any worries. ‘Emma, look, I can’t stress enough how keen we are to have you on board. They’ve requested you as a substitute for Richard because they are – and I am – confident you can diagnose and treat this patient in the correct manner. But there are certain things . . . There is certain information that . . . well, due to the nature of this case, we’d, or rather they’d, prefer to hold back – at least for now. Until we have some sort of idea what kind of situation we’re dealing with here. There is a concern about the identity of this man. Information around it may prove to be sensitive, but we don’t know yet.’ He lets that sit with me for a moment before continuing. ‘I am the last person in the world for revelling in the dramatic, Dr Lewis, but if you accept this temporary post, then there will be a substantial amount of, well, of non-disclosure paperwork.’

His words throw me for a second. I wasn’t expecting that.

He continues. ‘Which I personally may or may not have already signed. Do you see?’ He taps out a little tune with the flats of his hands on the café table.

‘Right,’ I say carefully. ‘I see.’

Peter has signed a non-disclosure agreement. There are certain things he can and can’t tell me about this case. But why on earth would they have him sign non-disclosure forms? Concern about the patient’s identity? Who the hell do they think the guy is?

‘Then you understand my predicament. Good.’ Peter smiles, ‘We’re on the same page.’ He tips back the last of his espresso and dabs his mouth with a paper napkin. ‘Thank you for your patience with this, Emma. I know it all seems very strange. And very sudden. Well, it certainly does to me.’ He frowns slightly, eyes drifting over the concourse once more.

If there are certain things I can’t know then I think it’s about time I heard the things I can know. I straighten up in my seat. ‘So what exactly can you tell me, Peter? About the patient. About the case. Could you give me an overview? Richard suggested retrograde amnesia or fugue. But of course there’s the possibility of malingering, which no one has mentioned?’

‘He’s not faking, Dr Lewis. If he’s a fake then he’s the best malingerer I’ve seen in my forty years of medical practice. I examined him yesterday at the hospital. He’s not speaking, hasn’t said a word since he turned up. I ran some structural scans on the language processing areas of his brain. But there’s no atrophy – I have no idea why he’s not talking.’ He holds my gaze now; all softness gone. The air in the café changes and the hairs on the back of my arms rise slightly. This is exciting.

Peter delves into the rucksack on the floor next to him and retrieves a slim silver laptop. ‘Have a look,’ he says. I feel another shiver of excitement fizzle through me as he opens it up and slides it across the table.

‘These are the initial scans – for your eyes only. I mean that.’ He holds my gaze pointedly until I nod an assurance.

I study the screen. A secure medical results site. I scroll down and click on the only file visible, labelled Patient M. Scans. ‘Has Groves seen these?’ I ask.

‘We sent a link through to him yesterday. I don’t know if he had a chance to look them over before he passed on the case. But the file portal is password protected.’

I click on the attachment and the grey and bright white of a CT scan fills the screen. The delicate crenulations of the patient’s brain. Peter’s right, there is no atrophy, no areas of brain have died. I look to the hippocampus, the tiny seahorse-shaped mass of tissue nestled under the cerebral cortex, the area of the brain responsible for the creation and storage of our episodic memory. It’s the unassumingly small piece of brain tissue responsible for holding a whole human life together.

The hippocampus in this scan is intact. There’s no physical damage, just the light grey that represents living tissue, not the dark mass of dead cells you’d expect to see on an Alzheimer’s or dementia scan. There are signs of a wound and slight contusion at the base of the skull, probably from a fall or a blow. The injury might have been enough to cause a mild concussion perhaps, but not major damage, it’s unlikely to have caused memory loss, but there are no other immediately observable causes on the CT scan. I let my thoughts run with the idea of the concussion – there’s the outside chance that if the patient is epileptic, a seizure could have caused his memory loss. But after six days it would have returned, he would be remembering by now. So if the problem isn’t ‘physical’ or ‘electrical’ it must be psychological.

Which means – this could be a fugue.

A real live fugue patient. His memory loss in all probability has been caused by mental trauma. Meaning: something very bad happened to this man.

But then it catches my eye. I see a tiny dark speck buried in the pituitary gland. I missed it initially, but there it is, faint on the scan.

My eyes shoot up to Peter.

I know for a fact this type of pituitary growth has been present on other fugue patients. In previous cases it’s never been given much credence, as pituitary tumours are usually inert. But could the pituitary be linked to fugue?

‘Oh my God.’

His eyes meet mine and he raises an eyebrow. ‘Yes. You’ve seen it? Took me a bit longer. I only noticed it on the train earlier. I had to get my glasses. Tiny.’ He fishes them out now and swivels the screen around so we can both study the minuscule fleck of darkness on the scan. ‘Yes, obviously a CT is not the ideal imaging to pick this kind of thing up on. An MRI will help us more,’ he mutters. But then I’m guessing whoever ordered these CT scans wasn’t looking for what we’ve both found. They would have been looking for large-scale brain trauma, or atrophy. What we’ve found appears to be a tiny growth. So easy to miss nestled in there.

Peter looks up from the computer screen. ‘Listen, we can get fresh scans done once you’re up there. At the hospital. If you’re happy to go up there?’ he asks. It’s a straight-out question. Will I go? He’s striking whilst the iron is hot, while I’m intrigued by the material.

I study the scan again. That dark speck. What on earth could that have to do with his memory loss? The pituitary gland has pretty much nothing to do with the hippocampus, nothing to do with memory, as far as we know. As far as we know yet. I’m hooked.

I look back to Peter. ‘Where do I sign?’ I grin.

But Peter doesn’t smile back. In fact he frowns. Looking more concerned than ever. This was not really the reaction I was expecting.

‘And you’re sure you’re okay with the location? You don’t want to ask me any more questions?’

‘What? Why would I?’

I now wish more than ever that I’d had a chance to google the news stories before Peter showed up. I don’t even know what hospital the patient’s in. Is there something wrong with the location?

‘I don’t mean to put you on the spot, Emma, but you don’t know what I’m talking about, do you?’

‘You’re right, I have no idea what you’re talking about, Peter. Sorry. Why would the location be an issue?’

‘I see. Right, my mistake, I just thought you might . . . Well, I thought you might have changed your mind about the job. Or had stipulations, when you saw more of the details.’

‘What details? I haven’t seen any details.’

He studies my face. I stare blankly back.

‘Ah, well then,’ he continues tentatively, ‘I suppose I had better fill you in. They found him on Holkham Beach, Dr Lewis – near where you grew up, not too far from where your family home was it would seem, in Norfolk.’

I feel my stomach flip and the room around me spins. Because there is no way Peter could know that: where I came from, where I grew up, who my family was. Nobody knows that. I had a different name back then. Before everything happened, before we moved away. How could Peter know where I used to live?

Does he know what happened there?

‘Obviously, Emma, we had to do a background check prior to contacting you. Surprises aren’t exactly ideal when the media are already swarming over this case. But, needless to say, what happened back then, it isn’t an issue for us if it isn’t an issue for you. I wouldn’t be here if it were. I just wasn’t sure if you’d want to go, to be perfectly honest, considering what happened there.’

I feel my face flush.

He knows what happened there.

I try not to let my breathing change. I try not to let my body betray what I’m feeling.

What kind of background check did they do to find that out? That information isn’t just available on the Internet. But I suppose they have access to old police records. Yes, I guess he would need to do that, especially if they’re worried about the media; it makes sense.

I look down at the table and try to get a hold on myself. I feel my heart thudding in my chest.

‘That’s why I came down in person, you see, Emma. I thought you might need a bit of extra persuading. Considering . . .’

I turn back to Chorley now. His eyes are flickering across my face, assessing; God knows what he sees there. I’m too busy trying to keep my breathing normal to worry about that. Too busy trying not to think about what exactly his background check threw up. The photos of that night. The aftermath.

‘I see.’ I say it slowly and clearly. ‘I hadn’t realized. I didn’t know it would be up there.’ To my credit my voice does not crack.

His eyes soften. ‘I’ll totally understand if going back is not something you’d be comfortable with. We could keep looking. I’m happy to tell Richard you aren’t available after all. I’m certain he’d understand. And I wouldn’t divulge your reasons obviously . . .’ He trails off.

‘Richard doesn’t know, does he?’ I blurt. I don’t know why this is so important but it is.

Peter gives a concise shake of the head. ‘We don’t pass along background check information.’

I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. Thank God. I would hate for Richard of all people to know.

My brain is whirring. What does this mean? So many good things have happened today. This perfect offer out of the blue, this opportunity, the chance I’ve been waiting for. But I’d have to go there? Why does it have to be there of all the places in the world?

I’ve spent fourteen years of my life trying to get away from that place and what happened there, and now . . . now I find out that the only way forward, the only way out, is back.

But could I go back? Is it worth it?

I look out at London bustling by the café windows and across the street, outside Euston Station, I see a man and a woman waving as they rush to greet each other. The crowd swirls around them as they hug, there’s a cheek kiss, she rumples his hair, he pulls her bobble hat down over her eyes, and she laughs. I look back at Peter.

‘I’d need to check with someone else before I say yes. Does that work for you?’

‘Yes. Of course,’ Peter agrees. ‘Of course.’
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The Man

Day 1 – Hospital



At the nurses’ station Rhoda, a Trinidadian triage nurse with warm eyes, looks down at the intake notes she’s just been handed and carefully squeaks the words UNKNOWN MALE out onto the large triage whiteboard. She adds his priority status next: P2 – seriously ill or injured but not in immediate danger. He also needs a CT scan for his head injury.

In Cubicle 7 he lies silently curtained off as the ward bustles around him. The unconscious man is hooked up to an IV drip, an oxygen mask cupping his blueing mouth and nose. It mists and clears and mists again with each breath.

His wet clothes have been removed and replaced with a crisp medical gown. Metal foil blankets help to slowly raise his core temperature.

Rhoda wipes clean the cubicle 4 box, her last patient discharged. She checks the other priorities on the board. There are three P2s on the board. It’s a tough call. She checks her watch – she’s technically finished her shift. She should call it a day, or rather a morning, but she looks up at the words she’s just scrawled out.

Cubicle 7: UNKNOWN MALE.

The words snag her interest. Time for one more before she clocks off. It must be fate, she thinks, and nods, scrawling her own name onto the whiteboard next to his.

As Rhoda turns, the duty nurse catches her eye and raises a comic eyebrow. ‘Last patient, right? No more,’ she warns, mock stern.

Rhoda smiles. ‘Last patient, I promise, Maeve. Got to go pick Coco up after the shift.’ Rhoda thinks of Coco’s fluffy little face. Ah, such a good doggie. ‘Can you call ahead to radiology, Maeve?’ Rhoda asks. ‘Book the CT. We’ll get that done first and hopefully ICU will have space by then. And Maeve, could you page up another doctor? That junior house doctor is still up to his eyeballs with that missing finger situation. He isn’t going anywhere soon.’

Maeve lets out an unexpected burst of laughter and sets about calling Radiology.

Rhoda grabs the unknown man’s medical notes again and breaks into a gentle jog back toward Cubicle 7, her white nursing shoes squeaking across the linoleum.

‘Oh, and a porter please!’ she calls behind her as she disappears out of Maeve’s sight.


In Cubicle 7, Rhoda works fast. A series of actions she has gone through multiple times over the last thirty years. Pulse, blood pressure, fluids, ready for transfer.

She looks through his entry notes again. She reads the notes on his behaviour in more depth: ‘disorientated, aggressive, highly agitated, and non-responsive’. Excellent, what a wonderful combination to end the shift with, she thinks. Well, we’ll just have to see what we can do with you.

The patient’s breathing changes infinitesimally in depth. Rhoda looks up from the clipboard.

Oh God.

The man begins to stir under the blankets. The notes say: ‘Patient has been slipping in and out of conscious for approximately 35-40 minutes.’ There might not be long to get him transferred before he wakes up again and this all gets slightly more complicated.

She pokes her head out through the cubicle curtains. ‘Porter, now, please,’ she calls, louder this time.

Behind her the man shifts in his bed. Rhoda sighs. He’s waking, looks like it’s happening now regardless. She moves around to the man’s bedside and steels herself.

He stirs again and suddenly his eyelids flick open.

He looks directly at her.

She smiles down at him. ‘Hello, you.’ Her is tone gentle, maternal. ‘How are you feeling?’

The man stares up at her warm face floating above him. He takes it in, studying it. He was on the beach and now he is here.

His brow slowly knits as he looks at her: her kind eyes, the small scar hidden in her hairline. Does he know her? No. He doesn’t know her.

Rhoda watches the realization flash across his face. ‘My name is Rhoda. I’m a nurse. You’re in a hospital now. But there’s no need to worry, you’re fine, everything is all right. I’m just here to help you. Okay? That’s all I’m here for. Now, you’ve had a little knock to the head but we’re going to get it all sorted out. Everything is going to be just fine.’

A knock to the head? His eyelids flicker in concern.

‘Nothing too serious,’ Rhoda counters. ‘Nothing for you to worry about just now. All you need to do is lie there all cosy and let me do everything. Have a nice relax and let me do it all. Do you understand? You’re in safe hands with me.’

His muscles slacken back into the bed as he stills himself. He blinks up at her and lets out a sigh that clouds his oxygen mask.

‘Trust me?’ Rhoda asks.

He looks up at her and she looks straight back down, solid and safe.

His eyes fill and when he blinks, tears run in two rivulets down either side of his face. He exhales deeply again and tries to raise his arm. Rhoda rests a hand on it lightly, she feels the quivering of his muscles beneath the sheet.

‘Okay, then. That’s a deal. You trust me and I’ll get you all fixed up. Shall I?’

He blinks at her slowly, consenting.

What the hell happened to you? she wonders, and moves her warm hand to his shoulder.

‘Do you remember banging your head? Do you remember that?’

The man closes his eyes to concentrate, breath momentarily held. When he looks back at Rhoda, there is only thinly masked confusion. He can’t remember.

‘It’s okay,’ she soothes. ‘It’s okay if you don’t remember that. That’s perfectly normal after a bang to the head. It doesn’t mean a thing. We’re going to get you nice and warm and do a quick scan of your head to see what’s what. How does that sound? Does that sound like a good idea?’

He grimaces.

‘Yeah, maybe no nodding!’ Rhoda soothes. ‘That’s where the knock is, on the back of your head. It’s not a big one but it’ll be a bit sore for a while. So, no more nodding, okay? You just relax.’

He blinks in acknowledgement. No more nodding.

She throws her gaze out towards the ward and seems to reach a decision.

‘Right, you know what, let’s just get going without them.’ She releases the footbrake on the hospital trolley, and smiles. ‘If there’s no porters then I’m just going to take you over for the scan myself. If you want a job done right . . .’

She pulls back the curtains.
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Day 6 – Joe



Isn’t it funny how you can successfully not think about something for months or even years, you can almost forget, almost, and then one simple sentence or word can bring it all back with a sudden sickening immediacy?

Peter and I say our goodbyes outside the café and I head back to the hospital, my mind whirring. I need to centre myself; it’s just that I wasn’t expecting to be confronted with the worst moments of my life. Not today, not when things seem to be going so well.

I scan the lobby as I enter – faces, so many faces, all with their lives and their own stories. I try to shake off the feeling that everyone who sees me knows, knows exactly what happened fourteen years ago. I try to shake off the sharp shame of it, the dread. The feeling I’ve managed to avoid for so long. Even if sometimes memories of it stop me in my tracks on Oxford Street, my Christmas shopping bags trembling in hand, as strangers swirl around me. Or make me fall silent mid-sentence in restaurants with countless prospective boyfriends. Even if they make me question my instincts in every aspect of my personal life, and mean that my only freedom, my only escape, is through work. Even if they are the reason I have chosen to live alone, in case, just in case, somehow, I make it all happen again.

Like anyone in recovery I try to be wary of certain people, places and things. And somehow, over the years, I’ve managed to not reveal it, but to keep it all inside, the sadness and the regret, like a gaping hole inside me.

I take the glass lift up to the third floor, watching the heads of patients and visitors recede beneath me and feel my familiar stomach-flip of vertigo. My primal fear of heights snaps me back to reality. A decision needs to be made. Peter will be waiting for my phone call this evening. I’m going to need an answer by then. Do I stay and keep pretending none of it ever happened? Or do I go and face the past and perhaps make something good of it?

The lift doors open and I head down the corridor to my office. Milly isn’t at her desk when I round the corner. I check my watch. Oh yeah, lunchtime. She won’t be back for a good half-hour yet. I need to speak to Joe. Joe’s who I need.

I flick on my office lights, lock the door and sink into my chair. On the desktop I bring up FaceTime, wiping the dust and various marks from the screen and camera with my sleeve. I guess it’s been a while since I needed to make a video call.

Joe is my brother and whenever I make a big decision in life, it’s Joe I tend to run it by. Don’t get me wrong, though. I’m not saying I ever actually follow his advice, but I at least know that whatever advice Joe gives he’ll give it to me straight. And that’s what I need right now. I need another person’s gut reaction. Plus, Joe is the only one who knows about Norfolk. Well, Joe and Mum and Dad. I’ve never told another person what happened. I don’t think I’m even allowed to. Which has made relationships hard to say the least, that and the job, and the time it gobbles up so greedily.

My last proper relationship was with an orthopaedic surgeon. Harry. It lasted three years. He was easy to spend time with but I didn’t want to marry him, so, yeah. I don’t have someone like that just now.

Joe has a family; he’s a husband and a dad. Which is great. I’m an auntie.

Joe’s got ties, responsibilities, connections. I do not. So, I’ve sort of come to value his opinion more as the years go by. He seems, for want of a better word, happy.

I pull his name up on Contacts and shrug off my coat. I take a stab at fixing my hair in the dark reflection of the screen and press call.

Joe lives in Hertfordshire, about twenty-five minutes from our mother’s house. I couldn’t do that but I suppose it must be handy for babysitting. I know he’ll be in; he works from home. He’s an architect who has the good fortune to be able to pick and choose the projects he works on, which is convenient now that they have little Chloe to look after.

The electronic bounce of the FaceTime call tone cuts out sharply and Joe’s face replaces mine on the screen.

‘There you are!’ Joe is one of those people who always answers their phones no matter how busy they are. He’s reliable that way. I admire that level of accessibility because I am not one of those people. He beams at me. I expand the pixelating window until his smiling face fills my screen. His glasses are at a crazy angle on the top of his head, his hair dishevelled – I needn’t have worried about mine.

‘Here I am!’ I call in response. Our greeting.

He catches sight of himself in his own window and sets about mushing his hair. He’s always been a hair musher. He’s only thirty-one, and yet he’s somehow managed to look like a harassed thirty-year-old since his second year at uni.

‘So, where exactly have you been for the last week, missy? Thought you’d at least call us when you got back to London after Christmas.’ He continues typing as he talks, as if I’m right there in the room with him.

‘Sorry. Work.’ I shrug a what-can-you-do and Joe glances up, frowning.

We spent Christmas together at Mum’s, the whole family. And I didn’t call when I got back because . . . well, life, I suppose. Actually, probably work. Things get surprisingly busy in hospitals around the festive season.

Joe isn’t impressed. ‘Hmph. Right, well, just so you know, Mum started checking the traffic news for crashes . . . make of that what you will.’

‘Listen, Joe, I need your advice. Something has come up. But you’ve got to promise me you won’t tell Mum, all right?’

‘What are we – seven?’ he chuckles.

‘I need you not to tell her, Joe, please?’ There’s urgency in my voice and his smile fades slightly.

‘What is it, Em?’ he asks, instantly serious.

‘I’ve been offered a new job and I don’t know if I should do it, or even if I want to do it, so I don’t want you mentioning it to her. I don’t want her to worry about it. I don’t want her going through anything she doesn’t have to. The thing is . . . I might have to go back to Norfolk.’

His gaze hardens at the word.

‘Why?’ he asks bluntly.

It’s a good question.

If I didn’t have his full attention before, I have it now. He stares at me grimly, as if he’s seen a ghost. And in a way he has. We don’t talk about the past, all of that got left behind with the house.

‘It’s a job opportunity, Joe. A big one. Have you seen the news?’

He’s silent for a moment before he speaks.

‘Yes I have. Why? Which story? This isn’t to do with the dead girl on Hampstead Heath, is it?’ He looks away, rubs his eyes, suddenly tired.

What dead girl on Hampstead Heath? God, another thing I haven’t even heard about. And Hampstead Heath isn’t too far from my flat either. I really need to start watching the news.

‘No, it’s nothing to do with a girl on Hampstead Heath. Joe, they found a man on a beach near Holkham. They have no idea who he is, or where he’s come from, and neither does he apparently. Like the Piano Man in Kent. You remember him, right?’

‘The guy on the news? You mean Matthew, right? Yeah! That’s happening in Holkham, is it? Jesus! I thought this one was in Kent too. Shit. Must have got those two stories mixed up in my head. Yeah, I’ve seen the story. Yeah, Matthew’s such a weird story.’

Wait! Matthew?

‘Hang on, Joe. What do you mean Matthew? Are you saying the guy on the beach is someone named Matthew? How do you know that?’

Joe scowls, baffled by my flurry of questions.

‘Joe, nobody knows what his name is, or who he is, that’s the point of them hiring me! I mean they’re calling him Mr Nobody, so how the hell do you know what his real name is?’ Literally everyone seems to know more about my potential patient then I do.

‘What are you talking about, Em? Matthew’s not his actual name, that’s what they’re calling him at the hospital. I guess they can’t call him Mr Nobody in a hospital, can they? Apparently, this nurse just started calling him Matthew and it stuck. I suppose they’ve got to call him something but it’s all a bit, well, a bit stupid to be honest.’ Joe rumples his hair. ‘They called him Matthew because apparently something odd happened in the hospital,’ he says sceptically. ‘I dunno.’ He studies my face and puts two and two together. ‘You’re seriously thinking about taking this job and you haven’t even researched it yet, have you?’

My brother can read me like a book. ‘No. No, I have not,’ I admit tentatively.

‘Let me guess, because of work?’

‘Yes. Work. That is correct.’

He sighs. ‘Well, Emmy, you’re in for a treat when you finally do get around to it; it’s an absolute shit show up there. Get googling. The press are already camped out there. It’s a media circus. That Piano Man case on crack. Oh, and Matthew means “Gift from God” by the way, just so you know the level of crazy we’re working on here.’ He studies me, disapproval written large across his lovely old face. He sighs again, loudly. ‘I’d say run a nautical mile from this crap but something tells me you’ve already made your mind up and you just want me to agree with you. Don’t you?’

I smile penitently. ‘Yeah, I think you’re right, Joe. I think I do.’ There’s no use lying to him. I’ve never been able to anyway.

‘Can you handle going back though, Em? Seriously. I mean, really, can you handle it? I know you’ll say you can and you’ll make it work, somehow, but, could you?’

‘If I’m honest? I don’t know, Joe. I won’t know until I get there, I suppose. But I have to give it a try, don’t I?’

‘No. No, you don’t have to give it a try, Em. Sometimes you can just let things go. Let an opportunity go, if it’s not right for you. Sometimes it’s not a test, or a challenge or whatever. Sometimes it’s just you, pushing yourself too far.’

I know deep down he’d want me to do everything differently. From the start. That if he’d had his say I wouldn’t even have gone into medicine. I’d have been an artist, a painter; I was good at art when we were young. But things happened. Life happened and here we are. We’re so different, he and I. It’s funny how different two people with the same genes can be.

‘Well, I do have to do it, Joe.’

‘You don’t, but, okay. That’s your answer then. Do it. And I’ll be here if you need me.’ Then his brows crease. ‘But what will you do if they find out what happened? There’s a lot of press up there, Em?’

‘They changed our names, Joe. No one will know who I was or that I was ever there before. That was why we moved, right? The police, the social workers – that was the point, wasn’t it, that no one would find out? Unless the police themselves decide to tell the media, there’s no way anyone will be able to find out. The system is in place for a reason.’

He frowns, unconvinced. ‘But you’ll be there, physically, in person, with people who knew us back then. People who went to school with us. What if someone recognises you?’

I hadn’t thought of that. I stare at him now, silenced. But I was so different back then. It was such a long time ago and I looked different. A different person. A different name. I lost my puppy fat at seventeen, right after we left. My once open, soft face lost its plump rosy cheeks and matured. Cheekbones, collarbone, breasts. I grew into myself, boys started noticing me. I’m certain nobody there will recognize me now.

‘They won’t, Joe. They’ll remember an awkward sixteen year old. I mean, I’d like to think I might have changed slightly over the last fourteen years!’

He studies my face as if trying to judge whether I’m right, then nods back tentatively. I do look different. I often wonder if he misses the old me. The me from before. But that girl’s gone.

I plough on. ‘And even if they do recognize me, Joe . . . so what? We’d be all over the news for what, like, maybe a week, tops. No longer than we were before. And then it just goes away and the world moves on and we go back to our lives. I can handle that; we handled it before. All of us.’

‘We did but I don’t know if Mum can do all that again. She’s happy where she is. I don’t think she could just go back to her life if who she was got out.’

I think of Mum in her cosy cottage. I think of her coffee mornings with her friends, her Pilates group, the quiet happy life she’s built around herself in her small village. No one there knows. And I remember, too, how, like me, at the end of every day, she goes home to an empty house. Her friends are all she has. If the truth came out things would change for her. Could she handle that again?

If I do this I could ruin all of that for Mum. But then what? Never take a job in the spotlight for fear that our secret comes out, our dirty secret? Agree to stay quiet, stay hidden until when? I feel the burn of injustice in my chest.

‘Wait, Em. Does whoever offered you the post know who you are?’

Who I am! I take a breath before answering. ‘Yeah.’

‘Em, why would they choose you for this job if they knew what happened in Norfolk? I thought they didn’t want a media circus—?’

I cut him off. ‘They don’t, Joe. And for the record, they chose me because I’m bloody good at my job. Okay? And they were concerned it might be a problem for me.’

‘I know you’re good at your job. But who are these people?’ He holds my gaze, questioningly, insistently. He’s not going to let this go. ‘You don’t know their motives on this. They must have chosen you for a reason – plenty of other people are good at their jobs.’

I take a breath. ‘I was recommended. Look, Joe, are you asking me not to do this?’ I say it with a calm I don’t feel. My heart hammering. ‘Because it’s not just this job that you’re asking me not to do, is it, Joe? I’d have to turn down any job that puts me in the spotlight. I’d have to turn down anything high-profile, wouldn’t I, because if I wander out into the light then the spotlight shines on all of us, doesn’t it?’ I hear myself saying it. Oh God, I didn’t mean to turn this conversation into that conversation. I feel a rush of remorse. ‘Sorry, Joe, I don’t know why I’m taking this out on you. It’s ridiculous, sorry. I just . . . I want this. I can’t know that I’m good enough and then just walk away. What happened was not our fault. Why should we have to spend the rest of our lives paying for it?’

He takes a moment before replying. ‘Look, Em. You shouldn’t ever hold yourself back because of it. But—’ He stops himself and shakes his head.

‘But what, Joe? Say it.’

‘But,’ he continues very carefully ‘ – and I say this because I love you, Em, and you know I do – you need to ask yourself why you need this so much. Why you need the spotlight. Just ask yourself what you’re so desperately looking for. If it’s even out there. If you go back to Norfolk I’ll deal with Mum, don’t worry about that. I’ll explain it to her and she’ll be okay with it, I promise. But you really need to try to understand why you’re going back at all. What you’re looking for there.’

‘None of this is about Norfolk, Joe, I’d go wherever the job was. I wish it wasn’t there, obviously, but I’m not going to let that stop me. And it’s not like I have a lot of reasons to stay here in London. I want more than all this. For myself. For my career. I’m really good at what I do, Joe, and I’m going to help this man. That’s why I’m going.’

He studies me, concern in his warm eyes. ‘First be very sure you know who exactly it is you’re helping, Em.’
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The Man

Day 1 – The Search Begins



Back at the beach a silence falls between Police Officers Poole and Graceford.

It’s Graceford who speaks first. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll talk to them.’ She nods back towards Mike and Zara, who have now made their way from the dunes to meet them. Graceford gives Poole a rallying clap on the arm as she passes. She’ll take over.

Poole hears their voices behind him but thankfully their words are just out of his earshot. He turns to see how Zara’s taking it. Her usually beautiful face is pulled into a tight pinch as Graceford speaks. Poole turns away. Zara has always had a problem with Graceford.

A car door slams, he turns to look and Mike is in the car now, Zara still leaning on her car door, half in half out, nodding reasonably. She smiles sweetly at Graceford before swivelling into the driving seat and slamming the door closed.

Zara’s car rolls with pointed slowness out of the car park past them.

Gone. No goodbye then, Poole thinks.

‘So?’ he asks as Graceford rejoins him.

‘So,’ she answers flatly and changes the subject. ‘What do you think about the man on the beach?’ She avoids Poole’s gaze, casting her own back towards the sea path.

At best she’s trying to keep things professional, at worst sparing his feelings.

He tries again. ‘What did she say?’ He gestures out in the direction of the long-gone car.

Graceford clears her throat, looks away again. If she’s honest with herself, the nuances of other people’s relationships have never really been her strong point. But she understands that she is expected, in this type of situation, to give some kind of response to Chris’s question. She’s supposed to have some kind of opinion. Reluctantly, she obliges.

‘She said, “Sure, no problem, officer.” I mean, what else is she going to say to me? I’m a police officer. And she’s breaking the law. ‘

Officer Poole looks down at the loose gravel of the car park. Shit.

‘They’ve been warned, Chris,’ Graceford continues. ‘No one at the station cares if she’s your wife, and I don’t either. She can’t keep doing it, she’s wasting police time.’ Graceford shifts uncomfortably. She can’t tell if she’s said too much, Poole is still staring down at the ground. ‘They’re breaking the law and they keep doing it.’

Poole raises his head. ‘I know, Beth! I know. Believe me, I know they are. But I’ve said that to her, you’ve heard me say it to her! Haven’t you?’

Beth Graceford nods and looks away.

Poole knows that means the conversion is over. He clears his throat and pulls himself together.

‘Okay. Right,’ he says, changing his tone, ‘let’s get going, shall we? That beach isn’t going to search itself. Is that spare uniform still in the boot of the patrol car?’

Graceford nods. ‘Neil’s spare uniform? Yeah, course it is.’

A mischievous smile plays across Chris’s face. ‘Remind me why he kept it there?’ he asks as, barefoot, he follows Graceford gingerly across the stony gravel.

‘You know this, Chris. In case someone vomited on him.’ She intones it like someone who has told the story a thousand times and knows what’s coming next. She pops open the hatchback.

Graceford had previously been partnered with Sergeant Neil Jarvis for the first five months of her posting on the Norfolk coast.

Chris’s grin broadens. ‘In case someone vomited on him! That happen a lot, did it? Enough to warrant the extra uniform?’

‘Yeah, it did actually, Chris. It happened to Neil an above-average amount of times. So, yeah, it did warrant the uniform,’ Graceford says with the weary authority of a recurrent eyewitness.

‘Okay, then.’ Poole nods sagely. ‘Fair enough in that case, I suppose.’

She rummages around in the back of the car. ‘Not sure why he left it though. Maybe ’cos of all the vomit that’s been on it. Size nine boot okay?’

‘Guess they’ll have to be.’ Chris takes the boots and, leaning against the patrol car to brush the gravel from his feet, slides his sockless feet into their cold leather. ‘I suppose we should go look for this guy’s stuff then. What do you reckon his story is? Homeless? Attempted suicide?’

‘Nah, neither, I don’t think. He didn’t look homeless.’

Chris nods. ‘No, he didn’t.’ Chris wouldn’t ever say it out loud, but he’d been surprised the guy had been good-looking, well, all-right looking, for a bloke. Not that good-looking guys didn’t try to commit suicide too, he supposed.

Graceford locks the car. ‘It all had a bit of a weird vibe, don’t you think? I don’t know. Anyway, let’s see what we can find.’ She sighs. It’s a big stretch of beach. ‘I’ll call it in and you make a start, Chris.’

Chris climbs to the crest of the dune and the wide flat expanse of Holkham Beach spreads into view. It’s even windier up here. Still he can hear the sound of his own heartbeat in his ears from the exertion. Inside his new boots his toes are reluctantly coming back to life.

He can see right out to the offshore wind farm a mile out to sea, the monolithic forest of turbine arms rotating with the weight of the North Sea wind. He closes his eyes and sucks in a deep breath, then lets it out.

Best make a start, he decides. He opens his eyes and scans the landscape, looking for anything the man might have left behind. A pile of warm clothes? A bag?

But there isn’t anything. Nothing but outcrops of seaweed littering the beach, dark clumps of debris washed to shore. It’s hard to pick out details from this distance; it’s possible any one of the them could be clothes, perhaps, shoes, or a rucksack containing a wallet, a phone or keys.

He turns back to Graceford, still on the edge of the forest path, radio in hand. He can’t hear what she’s saying but he watches her mouth move. She’s probably talking about Zara, about Zara and Mike. About how the local press always seems to arrive suspiciously early these days, just after a police call goes out, in fact.

Chris wishes he’d never mentioned the whole thing to Zara in the first place.

They’d been at home watching a Netflix true crime, he’d been trying to impress her and he’d stupidly mentioned that it was, in fact, possible to hack into and listen to the UK police radio system too. It was just a stupid passing comment, he’d been showing off. That had been about a month ago now, but after they’d binge-watched that show Zara had just started showing up places right after Chris got there. And it hadn’t been only Chris’s calls either. Other people had started to notice too.

He hadn’t asked outright how she was doing it. He didn’t want her to tell him, because then he would definitely have to arrest her. Which wouldn’t be great after only a year of marriage. God knows how she got hold of the illegal radio equipment she must be using.

He watches Graceford in the distance.

But what can he do? It’s hard not to speak to the press when you wake up next to it, he thinks. When it crawls all over you in its expensive underwear? When you do your morning pee while it brushes its teeth? It’s hard not to talk to the press when it looks like Zara and you’re married to it.

Best to focus on the job at hand. Finding out who this guy is. Graceford looks up from the walkie-talkie and sees him staring. She raises her hand. A thumbs-up.

It’s okay for now, Chris decides. Maybe he’ll try another chat with Zara tonight.

He looks at the beach, at the dark clumps scattered along its two-mile stretch, and makes his way down the steep dune to the first one.
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Day 7 – Into the Woods



It’s a long drive to Norfolk but the morning traffic loosens after London and cool January sunlight streams across the miles of empty English countryside as they roll past my car window. As I get closer motorways turn into A-roads, then B-roads, and soon I’m winding right out onto the coastal way flanked on one side by an ancient oak forest and on the other side by the vast planes of salty beach marshes that stretch out into the North Sea.

I collected the rental car early this morning, someone from Peter Chorley’s office arranged it; it’s all been made very easy for me. I just have to follow the reassuring voice of the satellite navigation towards the accommodation someone else has arranged for me in Norfolk.

Above the glittering wet marshes flocks of birds soar as I drive past; thousands of black pixels continually reconfiguring against the crisp blue winter sky, always almost on the verge of making sense. I crack my window and let the scent of the countryside roll in. Salt sea air, mixed with the warm earthy forest mulch, and on its edges, the rich scent of bonfire. It hits me before I can anticipate it, the memory. The smell of burning leaves in the cold air, the crackle and spark. I try not to think of it and the sharp sad ache that always comes with the memory. I close the window and blast the heater on.

When I get to the postcode Peter emailed me all I can do is pull up on the verge of the B-road and stare at it, engine burring along, the indicator clicking out time – it’s not what I expected but the GPS reassures me I have reached my destination. I don’t know what I was expecting exactly, perhaps sterile student digs or a room in the hospital’s onsite student-nurse accommodation.

In front of the car sits a little wooden sign. The sign points off the main road and down a thin gravel track leading into the heart of the woods. The sign, at a slight angle, reads CUCKOO LODGE.

Hmph. Okay.

No one mentioned that name in the email, which is slightly strange. But then everything about this situation has been strange so far, so why break with tradition?

Luckily there’s no other traffic on the main road so I have a moment alone to reassess. I turn off the engine and scroll through Peter’s texts to check the postcode again. Did he mention a Cuckoo Lodge in his text message? His email gives only the satnav coordinates and the address: 1 Market Lane. I look up at the gravel lane through the windscreen. Is that Market Lane? It definitely doesn’t look like it leads to market. Unless it’s a market in the woods. Did I type the postcode in wrong? I check the satnav postcode against the text info. No, it’s all correct.

I look down the bumpy little lane again. Dark woods rise high on both sides. It’s literally in the middle of nowhere.

This can’t be right, can it?

Why would Peter put me here? I mean, it’s not exactly near the hospital, or accessible in terms of local amenities, is it? I’d better make sure I stock up food if this is it because the nearest village, Wells-next-the-Sea, is a good twenty minutes’ drive from here.

But there’s only one way to find out if this is it, I suppose.

I restart the car, check my rear-view mirror, and bump down off of the tarmac and onto the crunchy gravel of the lane. 1 Market Lane, here I come.

I’m sure there’s a reason Peter’s put me in the middle of nowhere. I guess he wants me as far from the media, and therefore the hospital, as possible. It makes sense. I’ll certainly be safely tucked away from the Princess Margaret Hospital. And I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t been worried about ending up near Holt, near our old family home.

It’s impossible to say what effect seeing the old house would have. I haven’t been back there since it happened. We didn’t even go back for our things at the time; they wouldn’t let us.

I won’t go back now either, if I can avoid it.

I decide Peter must have partly chosen this location on my behalf. He’ll have put me here so I don’t even have to drive past my old home every day. Good old Peter, I smile to myself.

I let down the window again; I need to wake up. The breeze flows in, bringing the scent of mulched earth and dead leaves with it, no more bonfires for now.

The lane is longer than I had expected. The tall trees flank my car on both sides. The forest beyond on either side is dense. I’m right in the heart of the Norfolk National Nature Reserve; these woods go on for miles in either direction.

I catch a rustling motion in the undergrowth beside the car as it crackles along the gravel. At least no one can sneak up on you out here, which is reassuring – you’d definitely hear them coming.

A bird bursts from the woods to my right, soaring high across the track ahead, and then I see it. Cuckoo Lodge. The lane ahead opens out into a small clearing where the house looms, majestic, framed by forest.

It’s unexpectedly beautiful, placed right in the centre of the dark clearing at the end of the long lane, an intricate little red-brick house hidden in the woods. A neo-Gothic Victorian dream with a wooden gable over its front door, chocolate-box chimney stacks, and an engraved York stone plaque between its two uppermost windows commemorating the date it was built. I squint up through the windscreen but it’s too far away to read yet. I shiver and close the car window. There’s a chill in the air now.

The building might be the most perfectly symmetrical thing I’ve ever seen, a gingerbread house made real; its dark windows reflecting the sky. There’s a low wooden fence encircling the house at waist height, a small, hinged gate at its centre.

I pull the car up to the left of the clearing, as close to the grass verge as I can. It feels rude parking here but I don’t know where else to go, the road simply stops outside the house. I turn off the engine.

Silence floods the car. I let it soak in for a moment before popping the door open and stepping out. Now that I’m closer I see the stone plaque reads CUCKOO LODGE, 1837.

Eighteen thirty-seven, that’s weird. I don’t know many historical dates but I do know that this was the year the young Queen Victoria succeeded to the throne. Which is bizarre because off the top of my head the only other historical dates I know are 1066 and 1492! And it suddenly occurs to me how strange it is that someone who specializes in other people’s histories knows so very little about actual history.

I look up at the house, nearly two centuries old. It’s impressive. I definitely wouldn’t be able to afford this in London. But then I’m not entirely sure I would want to. I try not to think it, but standing there in front of it, it’s hard not to feel that there is something slightly peculiar about it, some strange quality.

If I had to describe it I would say it feels like the house is watching me.

I know it’s a ridiculous thing to say, obviously, I know that. In fact, I probably know that better than most people would, because I know the exact neurological reasons my brain is thinking that.

I know it’s just a trick of the mind.

You know that feeling you get sometimes of being watched, of somehow knowing before you know, that someone is watching you? Well, it’s a neurological phenomenon called Blindsight. It’s a completely normal feeling, a simple evolutionary process, perfectly explicable.

Blindsight describes the process of seeing things that you weren’t consciously aware you were even noticing. It’s just the subconscious processing of visual stimuli. A lot of the things we process day to day bypasses our conscious minds, they get processed subconsciously, but, to us, it seems as if we are just getting a funny feeling.

I know the reason I feel like the house is watching me is because as I drove up to it steadily in the car my subconscious brain was tricked into thinking the house was slowly looming towards me. My brain decided the house was getting closer to me rather than me getting closer to it. It’s why tracking shots in horror movies work so well on audiences.

I know it’s the silence, the darkness of the woods and the unusual surroundings that are all compounding, on a non-conscious level, to leave me with a feeling of unease. It’s just my instincts doing their job. Sometimes they’re right, sometimes they’re wrong, but where would we be without them?

I know why the hairs on the backs of my arms are raised but a part of me still can’t help but wonder if the house in front of me is actually watching me.

I find the key exactly where Peter’s email tells me to look, under the leg of the bench by the door. I slide it into the lock and the door creaks open in front of me.

Inside is just as beautiful as outside. Deep plush sofas. Persian rugs and polished wood. I could definitely get used to this.

I wander from room to artfully curated room and wonder who on earth is funding all this. This is a nice house. This is an expensive house.

But then I remember that the first choice for this assignment was Richard Groves. And Richard Groves doesn’t exactly work pro bono. My employers were probably expecting to plough a fair amount into this anyway and I’m definitely the cheaper option. Maybe me staying here has nothing to do with Peter Chorley protecting me. Maybe whoever organized the accommodation arrangements just couldn’t be bothered to rebook.

The house is fully stocked. There are flowers in vases in every room. In the white tiled Victorian kitchen, the fridge is full of supplies.

There’s a printout from Peter on the kitchen counter next to a neat stack of the patient’s medical files and press cuttings. Whoever opened the house up earlier today and did all this, must have dropped this off too.

I read.


Dearest Emma,

I hope the accommodation is acceptable and to your liking. I apologize for the remote location and distance from the hospital but I’m sure you will appreciate the need. Thus far the case has attracted quite a bit of media interest and we’ve found them to be both persistent and invasive.

We have, however, supplied you with most basic amenities, food, household necessities, Wi-Fi and some other bits and pieces, to help you settle in. Let me know should you require anything else.

I’ve instructed the hospital staff to supply copies of all medical files pertaining to the patient. I know you’ve been sent the scans already but if you’re anything like me I’m sure you’d much rather have something solid to study at this stage.

We’ve also left you cuttings of all the major news stories that have come out surrounding his story, as you expressed concerns around the effect they may have on the patient himself. And of course, as you mentioned, as hard as we all try, a hospital is not a closed system.

There are a few eyewitness stories prior to admission that may be of interest, in terms of narrowing down this man’s prior movements, but I’ll leave all that to you. We can also arrange for you to meet with any of the patient’s current carers or anyone else close to the case you may think it helpful to speak to.

As I stressed in our last phone call, budget is not an issue. Please don’t see it as an impediment to expediting a diagnosis.

And, again, if you need any assistance from the local authorities in terms of relevant information, then please come through me and I can oil the cogs, as it were. The last thing we want is local red tape clogging up the process.

And, whilst of course this case is time-sensitive, with taxpayers’ money/patience being a notably finite resource, we don’t want you to feel rushed. Our primary concern is a solid diagnosis – there is no room for error here. Avoiding a situation in Norfolk similar to the publicity disaster in Kent is paramount; we have no desire for this to escalate.

So, that being said, whatever you need and whatever we can do to facilitate a quick, clear, and watertight diagnosis and corresponding treatment plan for this particular patient will be entirely at your disposal.

You have my direct number. Feel free to contact me any time, night or day – I’ll be available. I am your first port of call should you need outside assistance.

Best of luck,

Peter M. Chorley



Excellent. No pressure then.
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The Man

Day 1 – Chosen



Rhoda looks down at her patient on the trolley as they roll out into the ward. ‘Right, you,’ she says with a smile. ‘Apologies in advance for my driving skills. It’s going to be touch and go for the paintwork but you should be just fine. Hold on tight.’

A muted smile breaks across the man’s face and he gently closes his eyes. He’s tired – he hadn’t realized how tired until now.

Around them he hears the ebb and flow of the emergency department. He opens his eyes and catches brief glimpses of other people’s lives as he’s wheeled past cubicles. Half-glimpsed through curtains he sees an elderly woman sobbing; he turns his head away. An Indian man is gasping into a handheld mask, then it’s on to a plump little girl laughing and bouncing on her father’s bed as he lies watching her, smiling. The next curtain is closed, only a rasped groan emanating from within. He squeezes his eyes shut and pulls down his oxygen mask, breathing in his first breath of disinfected hospital air, with its hint of something earthier at the edges.

Rhoda glides them smoothly and skilfully down the corridor and into the lift. The white noise of the hospital is muffled as the lift doors close. Rhoda allows herself a quiet moment, she rests her eyes too, letting the events of the night and morning slide off her. When she opens her eyes, the man on the trolley is staring up at her as beatific as a grazing cow. She smiles. You caught me.

The lift pings and its bulky doors open; the sounds of life flood back in.

At the Radiology nurses’ station Rhoda has a soft conversation with the ward sister. It’s quieter up here, calmer.

They look over at the man. The ward sister nods and calls over two healthcare assistants in forest-green tunics. There is a brief exchange, then Rhoda wanders back to her patient. ‘Right, handsome.’ She smiles. ‘I’m going to have to leave you now with these two very charming gentlemen.’ She points to the care assistants with the green tunics. ‘They’re going to help get you all scanned and sorted out, okay?’

But it’s not okay.

The patient’s eyes swivel to take in the carers; they look bored, tired, grey. They do not look like they care. The man’s breath quickens, panic rises. They do not look like Rhoda. They do not have the same look in their eyes.

The man’s hand shoots out and grasps Rhoda’s wrist, not roughly but firmly.

Don’t leave me. Please.

Rhoda jumps slightly, ever so slightly, at the suddenness of the motion. But manages to let out a quick laugh to cover her surprise.

‘Oh. Not a big fan of that idea then?’ She chuckles and looks around at the care assistants.

When she looks back, the patient is shaking his head forcibly against the pillow, wincing at the pain of it.

‘No, no. Stop that. Look, it’s fine,’ she reassures him. ‘These nice men are going to look after you just as well as me, I promise. Look at those lovely faces, how could you not trust those faces?’

The man blinks obediently at the two faces, placid and ghoulish in the hospital strip lighting.

Rhoda leans in closer. ‘I got to get gone. I shouldn’t have come up here with you in the first place, but if I get back now I can let everyone know where I am. I might even avoid a talking to. Would you let me do that? Would you help me out?’

He looks at her beseechingly. She loosens his hand from her wrist, gently, and he lets her. She places his hand deftly back down under the blankets, pats it once, and smiles. ‘Okay then, I’ll see you later,’ she promises.

As she turns to go a lot of things happen at once. The man struggles to sit up, reaching out after Rhoda, but seeing the sudden movement, the assistants break into a sprint. They grab the man, pushing him roughly back down onto the trolley, restraining him.

Rhoda turns back and a doctor rounds the corner just as the man’s shouts begin. Rhoda stands there, frozen, helpless as her patient thrashes against the restraint of the two men. He arches his back away from the bed, part held, part scrambling to get away. The doctor joins the melee, carefully trying to disconnect the patient’s IV, which is dangerously close to being ripped from his arm in the struggle.

‘Nurse!’ he barks at Rhoda.

She gasps and begins to step forward, then remembers that her shift is over. Technically, she shouldn’t even be here. She holds back a moment watching the doctor’s hopeless attempts to pacify her patient. ‘Sir?’ he says. ‘Sir, I’m going to need you to calm down please. Sir!’

Rhoda takes a breath and makes a decision. She pushes her way to the trolley, leans over to look down at the struggling man’s face. Then, carefully, she places both hands on either side of his head, a hand on each cheek. Seeing her, he stops struggling.

‘Easy now. Easy now,’ she croons. She slips his oxygen mask back over his mouth and nose.

It’s just the two of them. The rest of the scene disappears. The whoosh of air in his oxygen mask. His heartbeat thundering in his ears.

The patient lets his body relax back into the thin mattress beneath him. He breathes. He looks up into Rhoda’s warm brown eyes and blinks.

‘Look,’ the doctor says, ‘I know it’s not your department and I know your shift’s over, but this will all be so much easier with you here. It just will. I don’t know how we’re going to get him in the scanner otherwise. We’d need another two members of staff just to hold him down. If I ring down to Triage and let them know what’s happening, will you stay for the scan?’

Rhoda peers over the doctor’s shoulder. The clock on the wall behind him reads 8:37. She’s missed the handover triage anyway. And Annie will figure out what’s happened if she’s a couple of hours late to pick up Coco. It should be fine.

Rhoda stays.

The man lies quietly in the creamy bulk of the CT scanner as it swirls around him. He breathes as Rhoda told him to. He tries to remain calm. He thinks of Rhoda’s face looking down at him earlier. He knows she’s not the one, not the one he’s looking for, but she’s all he has right now. He lies motionless as the machine accelerates around him, the sound of an aeroplane pounding down the runway seconds from catching the air and taking flight. A sound memory that seems to have no source as he interrogates it further. He squeezes his eyes shut tighter and tries not to think about everything else he can’t remember. He tries to clear his mind.

The man is retracted from the machine by a whir of mechanisms. Rhoda lifts his head from the plastic frame and gently removes his earplugs. With the help of a female radiology nurse, they transfer him back to his trolley.

Behind the glass of the suite the radiologist stares down at the images loading up onto his screen. The shadowy slopes and ridges of the patient’s brain tissue maps out digitally before him. His eyes trip quickly, darting over the images as he looks for diffusion, patches of nebulous white which could be signs of a stroke. Or a cranial bleed. Either could explain the patient’s erratic behaviour after a head wound.

No diffusion, no bleeds.

But there. A tiny flare of white. Something. Maybe.

A neurologist is summoned. This man is older, his movements slower as he leans in and studies the scan.

‘Ah, interesting,’ he says. But he doesn’t sound interested. ‘I think we should call Dr Carver, actually,’ he says, removing his glasses. ‘This is more his sort of thing. Carver will have a better idea. You’d better page him.’ He smiles a placatory smile and leaves.

The man on the trolley is moved onto a temporary open ward with five other patients. Rhoda makes him as comfortable as she can. He looks across at her sitting next to his bed, the ward bustling around them, patients in various stages of illness and recovery going about their bedbound day.

Rhoda gives her patient a quiet smile, he smiles back. And that is when the man three beds down starts to shout.

And what happens next happens very quickly.
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Dr Emma Lewis

Day 7 – In the Dark



The winter light starts to fade outside Cuckoo Lodge.

I perch on the front garden bench watching as the sun dips beneath the densely packed treetops. Smears of pinks and peaches streak the sky and the forest is full of evening birdsong. I check my watch, 4:30, much earlier than I would have expected sunset to be, but then it’s been a while since I’ve seen an actual sunset. At this time of day, I’m usually stuck deep within the bleached white bowels of an overlit hospital. I wrap the cashmere blanket I brought out tighter around me. A shiver runs through me. The cold from the flagstones underfoot seeping up through the wool of my fisherman socks. I’d padded out earlier without putting my shoes on. I supposed I’d better go in. I gather my things and start to head in. I throw a glance out into the close-packed forest, the tangle of branches just visible between trees, the murk beyond. A Rorschach test in the woods.

It got dark so quickly. And no one wants to be alone in the forest, in the dark, that’s for damn sure.


Time to turn on some light. I lock the door and flit from one room to the next flicking on lights, their warm glow creating company of sorts.

Next I set about getting a fire going. The log burner in the living room is beautifully stacked and ready to be lit, the handy work of some poor assistant, no doubt, along with the fully stocked fridge. I needn’t have worried about running short of supplies out here. I’m basically a bear ready to settle in for winter.

And for some reason I’ve also been supplied with my own brand-new wellies. I found them box-fresh waiting by the back door. God knows how they knew my size. Actually, now I come to think of it they probably got that information from the hospital, which has my scrub sizes. Someone has really thought of everything. Peter and whoever. I suppose, as far as Peter’s concerned, the less reason I have to leave the house the better.

The fire crackles to life, leaping from paper, to fire lighter, to kindling. I close the log-burner’s door and let it roar to life, then go in search of Peter’s ‘Welcome’ half-bottle of wine in the kitchen. Just to warm me. Just to settle those first-night nerves and send me off to sleep at a sensible hour. Because, God knows, tomorrow is going to be one hell of a first day at work.

I curl up on the Persian rug in front of the flames, glass in hand and sip my wine, the patient’s medical records spread out all around me.

There’s a lot to go through, yet as I sit there surrounded by the sea of papers, the case feels more manageable somehow, like a puzzle that I might actually be able to solve, piece by piece, a thousand-piece jigsaw that just needs time and focus. My patient a tangled knot to be gently loosened. Peter was right, I do prefer working with hard copies. I like being able to see what I have.

I pore over the test results again. Eyes flicking from the patient’s CT scans and the newer MRI scans on my laptop, to print outs of blood alcohol tests, virology and hormone levels.

A clearer medical picture is starting to form of my patient. Just the edges at the moment but the tests and scans he’s already undergone show me the faintest outline of something already.

Here’s what I know. His brain is not physically damaged – that much is evident. The concussion he arrived with a week ago has left no lasting damage. There are other potential physiological causes that could be in some way responsible, which I can and will start testing for tomorrow. He may suffer from epilepsy or a nutritional deficiency, he may suffer from a non-related condition that requires medication, the side effects of which could somehow be responsible for his memory loss. Testing for outlying conditions would certainly be worthwhile. I jot down a quick list of possible tests in my notepad. Some screenings we’ll have to send away for results. The Princess Margaret Hospital where I’m heading tomorrow isn’t big, its resources are acceptable, but they’re nowhere near London standards.

The tiny fleck I noticed when Peter first showed me the CT scan is clearer on these new MRI scans. Pituitary cysts aren’t uncommon. Most people can live and die without ever even knowing they have a cyst on their pituitary gland. These cysts only tend to get found accidentally when doctors are scanning for other things and are rarely a cause for concern. However, if this cyst had recently fluctuated in size, and exerted pressure on a neighbouring area of brain it could be in some way responsible. But it’s unlikely. The area of the brain responsible for memory retrieval, the hippocampus, is nowhere near the pituitary so I’m not sure exactly how the cyst could directly affect it. But it’s certainly strange that other fugue cases have had similar growths. Something to look into further. I note it down. The speck is something to monitor but, at this stage, I’m happy to put it on the reserve bench in terms of possible causes and instead consider it a potential symptom, or anomaly.

If I’m totally honest I’m already erring on the side of this not being a physiological condition. The scans show the patient’s hardware is intact. If he were a computer and you took him to the Apple Genius Bar they’d tell you it’s a software problem.

So, assuming the patient’s hardware isn’t broken, then what we’re looking at is a software problem. Psychological trauma.

And mental trauma isn’t that unusual a cause of memory loss. Post-traumatic stress disorder being the prime example, whether it’s soldiers back from war or children in the care system, PTSD is a lot more common than people think.

Up until fairly recently, in medical terms at least, the general wisdom was that psychosomatic illnesses were controlled by the sufferers. As if somehow the patient could just ‘pull themselves together’ and then they’d miraculously recover and return to their normal lives. These days we know better. Psychosomatic illnesses are software errors, not user errors. If a patient’s memory loss is due to psychological trauma he would have about as much control over his illness as you would have over a system failure on your laptop. No matter how much you wanted those wiped family photos back, they are locked in that old hard drive and you’re going to need a lot of patience and a pretty pricey specialist to help you get them out of it.

I take another sip of wine. The good news is that memory loss caused by psychological trauma is often only temporary. Memory tends to return over time once the real or perceived threat is removed. Patients slowly begin to regain memories – the trick is making sure the patient is in a safe and therapeutic environment when those memories, good and bad, do resurface. Or the consequences can be troubling.

A week ago, something very bad may have happened to this man. If he’s been through intense trauma, then hopefully now that he has some distance from it we should be in a position to help him remember what happened. Or, at the very least, help him move on from it.

I start to draw up my plan of action for tomorrow. I need to be prepared. This is important, for me, and for him. We can’t afford to mess this up, not with the whole country watching. My pen glides fast in wide loops and curls across my yellow legal pad as I pour out my ideas.

The low lights in the living room flicker.

I glance up at the lamp nearest me. It glows steadily now. But there was a flicker before, I’m sure of it. A break in the electric current. I stare at the bulb. It flickers again, like a moth against glass, then all the lights in the room and through the hallway flicker back in response. Oh no. No, no, no. Not the lights . . .

And as if the thought were a wish, the whole house plunges into darkness.


It’s just the fuse box, I tell myself. Houses aren’t haunted, people are.

The edges of the room are no longer visible, armchairs, bookcases and cushions have been swallowed up into the darkness. The kitchen is nothing more than a black void beyond the archway. Only the firelight remains carving deep shadows into the space.

My pulse is racing high and fast in my chest. Jesus. There is only darkness all around me.

These things happen all the time in the countryside, I tell myself. These things happen all the time in remote cottages deep in the woods.

It takes my eyes a fraction of a second to adjust to the light of the fire.

I hear a noise outside, low and animalistic, a creature, a fox perhaps. I look to the patio doors, suddenly keenly aware of all the life outside this cottage. I realize that up until this moment I’ve been lit up like a Christmas tree in here, exposed for all to see. But in the dark glass I see only myself. My own ghostly face reflected back at me, flickering in firelight. I quieten my breath and listen again for noises outside; I listen so hard the room buzzes with silence and the popping fire.

It’s just a power failure. Grow up, Em.

I’d better find a flashlight and the fuse box and hope it’s just that. If it’s not, then it looks like I’ll be heading to bed. I know from experience that you can’t do anything useful after dark during a power cut.

I find a flashlight under the sink in the kitchen and head for the basement.

My mind creeps back to Holt again, to our old house. The staircase downstairs into the dark, the glow of a light from the study, the sound of dripping. I shake the memory away, shuddering.

It’s colder down in the basement, the air damper. Shadows leap and dance at the corners of my vision. I remember the thick pooling of dark arterial blood, from long ago, the sound of breath rasping behind me.

Stop it, Em. Stop it.

I throw the switch on the electric fuse box and the house leaps back to life. The darkness vanishes and I’m standing in a basement laundry room. No spiderwebs and rot here, just appliances and laundry detergent.

I guess I overloaded the circuit turning on all those lights. Lesson learned.
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The Man

Day 1 – Mr Garrett



Rhoda watches as the situation unfolds.

There was nothing out of the ordinary about him at first, just another patient sleeping three beds down from Rhoda and her patient. He woke and shuffled awkwardly up into a sitting position, under the covers, his bleary eyes taking in the ward around him, perplexed.

A young nurse further along the ward noticed him waking too, her eyes flicked out towards the corridor, apprehensive, before she made her way over to the waking man.

Rhoda watches as the young nurse places a gentle hand on her patient. He frowns. ‘Where is she?’ Rhoda hears him asks the nurse, his eyes scanning the beds around them. ‘Where’s Claire?’

She doesn’t hear the young nurse’s reply but she recognizes the expression on her face as she quietly speaks to the older man.

Rhoda knows that bereavement notice needs to take place in a private consultation suite, with a doctor or a member of the bereavement care team. You can’t give it on the ward. The young nurse will be asking her patient to wait for the doctor to arrive.

‘I don’t need the doctor.’ His voice is tight and hoarse, a trill of panic running through it. ‘I just need to know where my daughter is.’

Rhoda remembers his details from the triage board last night. A car accident. A drink-driving collision. The drunk driver had walked away with only bruises but this man and his teenage daughter who had swerved to avoid him had sustained severe injuries. Rhoda’s eyes float up to the name on the whiteboard above his bed. Mike Garrett.

Although she can’t hear the nurse’s words it’s clear from her body language that the daughter didn’t make it up in the Intensive Care unit. Rhoda feels a deep ache in her chest. The worst news to give, the worst news to get.

‘I don’t need a doctor to tell me where she is, you can tell me. For God’s sake, just look on your system or something. You can tell me that can’t you?’ A few more eyes swivel onto the scene. ‘I want to know where my daughter is! Do you understand? I DON’T CARE IF THE DOCTOR’S ON HIS WAY!’

Hearing a raised voice the duty nurse pops her head around the ward doorway and quickly makes sense of the scene. She makes a decision and calmly heads over to join the young nurse at the red-faced Mr Garrett’s bedside.

‘Can I help, Mr Garrett?’ she asks, her tone kind, delicate.

‘Yes, I want to know where my daughter is.’

The duty nurse takes a breath and looks down and when she looks up at him again his breath catches in his throat. Finally, he sees in front of him what Rhoda sees, two impotent nurses trying not to tell him that his daughter died from her injuries.

‘Oh God. Oh God.’ He tries to choke back the sobs, wild eyes unseeing. ‘She’s gone, isn’t she. My God.’

The duty nurse gives the younger nurse a look and she starts to curtain off the bed. ‘I’m sorry, Mr Garrett. I’m so sorry. If you can just wait until the doctor gets here we can—’

But Mr Garrett is already pulling back his sheets. He staggers up out of bed onto unsteady feet.

‘No, no, no. I wanna know where the bastard is? Tell me where the guy is who did this to her? Where is he? Is he here?’ Mr Garrett turns around taking in all the patient-filled beds on the ward. ‘You wouldn’t be stupid enough to put him here, would you?’

Everyone on the ward is watching now.

‘Mr Garrett! I’m going to ask you to return to your bed, or I’ll have to call security.’ The duty nurse throws a look to the young nurse behind her, who turns to leave.

‘Don’t you dare! If you do, God help me!’

A sharp burst of fear shoots through Rhoda. Her eyes widen, pupils dilate; her breath catches and holds, her posture stiffens. This is the thing that the quiet man lying next to her in his hospital bed notices. He turns his eyes away from the scene and back to her.

But Rhoda does not notice. Rhoda is transfixed by the scene playing out as the hospital-gowned man strides further into the ward towards their end, his wild eyes gliding over patients.

Rhoda’s gaze flicks back to the young nurse’s face. She’s biting her bottom lip, eyes furiously calculating her options. Rhoda can see it coming before the young nurse knows herself. She’s going to make a break for it. She’s going to run for security. Her body tenses and then she bolts. She flies out into the corridor, around the corner and out of sight.

The man spins at the movement and yells out after her but she’s gone. Suddenly vulnerable and feeling the exposure of his situation, he looks around him for the closest thing he can use to protect himself when security arrives. He lunges towards the nearest patient’s bedside cabinet and grabs a ribbon-festooned full bottle of whisky. He grasps it, tight knuckles whitening as he raises it like a club, its warm caramel liquid gleaming as it sloshes inside.

The duty nurse takes a step back. ‘Please, try to stay calm Mr Garrett . . . if we could just—’

But Mr Garrett turns from her, disinterested. He steps further into the ward squinting intently up to read the small whiteboards above the beds. Looking for a specific name. Rhoda shifts forward ever so slightly in her chair. Somebody should call out. Shout for help. Perhaps she should, but that could just escalate things. She darts a glance out into the hall, for someone, anyone.

She needs to act, she thinks. She takes a breath and starts to rise from her chair – but a movement comes from the bed next to her. Her patient is sitting up, he looks at her not panicked, not concerned, and shakes his head.

No. Not you.

She frowns. He is telling her not to intervene.

Mr Garrett has reached their end of the ward. He scans the names, the faces below them. Rhoda and her patient look to each other as his gaze falls on them. Rhoda’s patient looks at her serenely in the eyes and she doesn’t move. She heeds his advice and Mr Garrett turns away. He turns and starts to walk away.

Suddenly someone breaks through the small crowd of people by the door, a young male nurse, making a run at the armed man. Other bystanders move back to clear his path. Mr Garrett’s eyes flare and unthinkingly he reaches out snatching at the nearest body, a man in his seventies, frail, wearing a Fair Isle sweater many sizes too large for him. The whisky bottle crashes to the floor shattering, splashing glass and richly scented alcohol across the ward. The old man drops his shiny new magazine with the shock of it and it lands with a loud slap on the wet hospital linoleum. Mr Garrett holds him roughly in front of him as a kind of shield, and the approaching male nurse stutters to a halt.

‘This isn’t what I wanted, you know,’ Mr Garrett tells the ward. It comes out shakily, off-key. ‘I just, I just want . . . argh!’ He squeezes his eyes shut hard to think. ‘He killed my little girl. She was fifteen.’ He tells no one in particular. He’s crying now, fat wet streaks down his anguished face. The old man trapped in his arms scans the surrounding faces searching for a clue to his fate, still held tight in the hold.

‘He killed her. And what? He gets to survive? No, he doesn’t get to go home! I have to bury her! No, he doesn’t get to survive, and go home and live his life! You tell me where he is. Or I’ll find him myself. SHE WAS FIFTEEN, FOR CHRIST SAKE!’

The duty nurse looks across to the male nurse. She shakes her head.

The male nurse swallows, straightening his shoulders before speaking carefully. He’s new, young and totally out of his depth. ‘It looks like the man you might be talking about has already been discharged, sir. Earlier this morning, so . . .’ He doesn’t know what else to say but it doesn’t matter. Mr Garrett seems to crumple inside.

He releases the old man who falls forward onto the wet glassy floor, shaking. Mr Garrett sinks back onto the edge of an empty hospital bed as the male nurse cautiously bobs forward to help the terrified old man get up from the floor, pulling him back to safety.

Mr Garrett slowly reaches down to the floor and picks up a long thin sliver of broken whisky bottle glass. He studies its razor sharp edges thoughtfully before raising it up to his throat. His face gleams with tears.

A gasp from somewhere in the ward. Rhoda realizes she’s holding her breath. Next to her, her patient pulls back his bed sheet. He has quietly removed his own IV and mask and now he gently gets out of bed.

Rhoda’s gaze flashes swiftly to him, her eyes wild with concern. He gives her a soft smile.

I know what I’m doing.

Mr Garrett looks up at the movement. A patient, out of bed, making his way towards him. He presses the sliver more firmly against his throat, his quivering hand breaking the skin enough to release a thin line of red. But the patient keeps moving towards him, undeterred. His eyes locked on the quaking man, his gaze placid and steady. Confusion suddenly furrow Mr Garrett’s brow.

‘Was it you?’ he splutters. ‘Did you do it?’ He stands now, turning the glass blade on Rhoda’s patient.

But Rhoda’s patient shakes his head. He is not the man Mike Garrett is looking for. Mike lowers the glass ever so slightly, perplexed by the advancing man. This isn’t what’s supposed to happen, he thinks, this man doesn’t look scared, he looks kind. A sadness seems to burst over Mike and he slowly sits back down.

Rhoda’s patient is inches away now. The room watches, mesmerized. There’s an assurance to the way Rhoda’s patient moves, a calmness. He seems to know what he’s doing as he approaches the increasingly confused man. Close enough, Rhoda’s patient stretches out a hand, palm up. Mike studies him, then lets out a deep ragged breath, something inside him breaking under the strain. He begins to sob in wretched gasps.

The patient takes another step towards him. Then, gently, almost tenderly, he takes the shard of glass from Mike’s unresisting hand. He places it on the bedside cabinet and sits down next to him. The patient reaches out and Mike lets himself be taken into a strong masculine hug, his body loosening limply into that of his new friend. His eyes squeeze tight shut, and remembering of all that he has lost, he lets himself fully surrender.


After Mike has been led away to another room Rhoda makes her way over to her patient. ‘That was very brave but you should have let me help, you know. I could have helped.’

The patient shakes his head mildly.

No, his eyes say.

He brings a hand up to her head now by way of explanation. Careful not to touch her skin and the angry comma of scar tissue near her hairline.

No, not you, not again, his eyes seem to say. Not this time.

Rhoda’s eyes widen and her breath catches.

He knows, she realizes. He knows.

What happened to her. How she got her scar. The scar that hasn’t fully healed yet. Inside and out. Her eyes fill. He knows and he was protecting me. He protected us all.

She smiles up at him. He gives her a smile straight back.

‘Well,’ she finally says, ‘aren’t you just a gift from God.’
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Dr Emma Lewis

Day 8 – First Day



I grab the keys to the lodge, pull on my running shoes and let the door bang shut behind me. I need to get my run in before work as it’ll be pitch black by the time I get back. It’s drizzling slightly, which I actually like, the scent of rain fresh and pure in the early morning air.

I decide to take a route out through the back gate of the garden that looks like it heads deeper into the woods. I want to see the forest in the daylight. I need to get used to it somehow, this dark tangle encircling me. I unhook the gate and set off at a brisk pace. The uneven ground is more interesting to negotiate than the well-kept footpaths of Regent’s Park. It’s only when my watch starts beeping that I become aware I’m soaked, my hands are numb and my buzzing mind is finally clear. Time to turn and head back the way I came.

Back at the lodge I cook a quick breakfast and hop into the shower, letting the warmth seep back into my bones. I’m not entirely sure what the traffic is like between here and the hospital so I decide it’s best to set off early, they’re expecting me at 9am. Once I’m dressed, blow-dried and made-up, I dash out through the rain again to the rental car, my new friend, my connection to the outside world. I think about turning on the radio but decide that I don’t want to break the soft bubble of silence surrounding me just yet.

The comforting aortic pump of the windscreen wipers is my only company for the rest of the drive. The quiet beauty of the countryside thins as I near the bland grey of King’s Lynn, and finally I see Princess Margaret’s rise like a concrete lighthouse from the drab sea of the suburban town. I feel my pulse quicken; the last time I was here things were not good. I try not to think of that night . . . the coughing, the blood. But my cortisol spikes regardless.

I park and look up at the hospital, blurring as rain splatters the windscreen.

I’m here for a reason, I tell myself. Somewhere inside is my patient. Waiting. A knot to be loosened.

Near the hospital entrance the news vans are setting up for the day. Crews milling, bustling with umbrellas, coffee orders, production runners with anorak hoods up, darting between the gaps in a recently erected press cordon, huddled together texting and laughing.

It won’t be like last time, I tell myself. They won’t know who I am, as I slip past them, at least not today. This afternoon they’ll find out I’m the new doctor on the Mr Nobody case but nothing more. They won’t know who I really am, that information would take a lot more than an Internet search.

But then, I suppose, time has a way of releasing the truth from its bedrock and floating it up into the sunlight.

I might get mobbed with questions as I leave tonight. But it won’t be like last time. And for now, I’m no one.

I grab my bag, filled with my notes and my laptop, and dash from the dry heat of the car through the wet of the car park.

I pull my coat collar up high over my head as I run: partly to protect my first-day hair, partly as a barrier as I near the press area.

But no one even glances up as I pass by.


I’m early. The clock above reception reads 08:39. I let my eyes drift over the lobby. The two security guards standing by the entrance of the main corridor to the wards, are they there to stop the press getting in, I wonder? Or to stop someone getting out?

Normal hospital life flows about me, nurses arriving for shifts, visitors buying morning papers in the small shop. The layout is different to what I remember, it’s been refurbished recently. A fledgling queue is forming already at the coffee concession opposite the reception desk, which I now make my way over to. I sign in with the elder of the two receptionists and she peers down suspiciously at my name on her list. ‘Dr Lewis?’ she says, looking back up at me, frowning. ‘Oh, right. Well, that’s a surprise, we assumed you’d be a man.’ She sounds annoyed. I attempt a smile but she remains unimpressed. ‘It’s the Lewis, I suppose,’ she posits. ‘Sounds masculine.’

I give her a supportive smile. I’m pretty sure it wasn’t Lewis that tipped the gender balance in her mind. But I’ll give her the benefit of the doubt; it’s the first day, isn’t it?

She holds a small camera aloft to take my picture, prints out the photo ID, then wordlessly assembles my day visitor lanyard and hands it to me. I stare down at it, unsure exactly what’s supposed to happen next. The younger receptionist finishes giving directions to another visitor and smiles over at me. ‘Dr Lewis, isn’t it?’ she asks. I give her a grateful nod. ‘Someone from HR will be up in a minute. You can have a wander if you like.’ She indicates the lobby newsagent and coffee bar. I thank her but head over to the metal seating near the windows. More coffee would probably not be a great idea.

I look down at my lanyard, a grainy digital image of me caught off guard, below it the name Dr Emma Lewis. That’s me. That’s who I am.

Visitor ID lanyards aren’t usually hospital practice; nor are the security guards on the ward entrance. At least not in any hospital I’ve ever worked in. But this situation is slightly different, I remind myself. This is a different political climate. And given the media outside and the government’s interest in who this patient is, or could be, a little added caution can only be a good thing, right? IDs stop outside threats.

After all, I could be anyone, couldn’t I? I could be a journalist. I could be paparazzo. I could have a hidden camera embedded in my bag filming everything. I could be making a BBC Horizon documentary on poor healthcare.

I bet those press photos spread all over my bedroom floor back at Cuckoo Lodge made someone a hefty amount. There’s definitely a market for information. People want to know.

I feel eyes on me. But when I look up, everyone in the reception area is going about their own business. No one is looking. I let out a sigh. I need to relax. I’m not on display yet; nothing has happened yet.

I swivel in my seat and look out at the rain-soaked car park. Watching the weather is grounding, relaxing – there’s neuroscience behind that but I won’t bore you with the details and take away the magic. I watch the rain collect and twist in rivulets as it glides and judders down the glass panels.

I notice his hair first. Across the car park a man stands talking to an older woman. I recognize that close crop of blond curls, at least I think I do. Neither is carrying an umbrella. His back is to me, so I can’t quite tell for sure yet, but I feel the queasy tingle of nerves in the pit of my stomach regardless. It’s funny how just recognizing someone in a crowd can cause such a strong physical reaction. He’s tall, too, just like I remember. I brace myself for him to turn, to see me staring back at him through the smear of rain, for the spark of recognition to flare in his eyes. I steel myself for the inevitable look of disappointment on his face. The woman he’s talking to gets into her car and he turns. It’s not him. Relief flashes through me so powerfully that I shudder. He’s nothing like him really, it was silly to think it was him. Good. The last thing I needed was a school reunion on my first day in a car park full of press.

I count the press vans out there. Six, by the looks of it: BBC East-Anglia, BBC News, ITV, Channel 4 and Sky. I wonder where all the print journalists are.

I look back at the people in the lobby. The man in a Barbour is propped in the corner, his black scarf balled into a pillow as he naps. The teenager by the security guards, head bowed, is texting. The middle-aged woman in a beige-coloured suit is sipping coffee in the café as she jots notes in a pad. A gaunt sharp-featured man is whispering to a smartly dressed red-head in the coffee queue. Her eyes catch mine for a micro-second and she looks away, absorbed in what the man is telling her.

And I suddenly wonder if everyone here is press.
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The Man

Day 1 – Not a Word



Poole and Graceford arrive at the hospital nineteen minutes after the incident call goes out. They aren’t the responding officers; that’s the job of the King’s Lynn station. Poole and Graceford are here because, in some capacity, their unidentified suspect from the beach was involved in this new incident.

Their search on the beach was unsuccessful. No handy pile of clothes, no car keys or wallet, no shoes or coat. The identity of the man is still unknown. Trevor Kwasi, The Princess Margaret Hospital’s head of security, makes his way over to meet them as soon as they enter.

‘He’s gone down to the King’s Lynn station already,’ Trevor informs them, hitching up the waistband of his trousers, which is clearly in a losing a battle with his comfortable girth. ‘His name was Mike Garrett. Adams and Rhys from King’s Lynn just took him. You just missed them.’ He checks his watch, to clarify. ‘There’s still a King’s Lynn officer up on the ward, Mel Wheatly, she’s taking witness statements, if you guys want to make your way up?’

Graceford gives him a nod.

‘I asked all the witnesses to hang about in case you lot need to talk to them too.’

From the initial radio call Graceford and Poole had assumed the suspect was their unidentified man but now they realize they were wrong.

Leading them up to Level Two the security chief explains what he knows, which isn’t yet much.

‘Mike Garrett was looking for a discharged patient, a guy called Martins. Apparently, Martins drove the car that hit Garrett’s car. Drink-driving incident late last night. Garrett’s daughter died, she died en route here. Martins came away with only bruises. He was discharged into police custody shortly after admission. To be fair to him he was broken up about it, called 999 himself from the scene. Anyway, Mike Garrett couldn’t handle the news. God knows what he would have actually done if he’d found Martins. And your guy, he somehow managed to sweet talk Garrett into handing over his weapon. No struggle, nothing.’

‘How? What exactly did he say to him?’ Poole asks, frowning.

‘Couldn’t tell you.’ Trevor puffs, pausing on the half-flight landing to catch his breath. ‘I’ve been hearing some pretty mixed things from witnesses. I think your best bet witness-wise is a nurse called Rhoda. I’ll point her out to you once we’re up there. She was with your guy when it happened, so if anyone should know . . .’ He shrugs and sets off again, leading them up.

‘We’ll need to talk to the patient, too; the man from the beach. Is he still on the ward or has he been moved?’ Graceford wants to know.

‘Er, well . . . there’s the thing. You can’t really talk to him.’ Trevor gives a wry chuckle as he opens the Level Two doors. ‘See, he’s not saying anything.’

‘What do you mean, he’s not saying anything?’ Poole asks sharply. ‘You mean he’s still not talking?’

‘No. The officers from King’s Lynn tried. The nurses tried. Nothing.’

‘Wait, Trevor, he’s not talking about the incident, or he’s not talking at all?’ Graceford persists, her brow furrowed. ‘Like, he’s mute? You’ve got to be kidding me, Trev? You seriously think he’s mute?’

‘Or, maybe he’s not all there,’ Trevor says. ‘I don’t know, I’m not a doctor. Maybe he’s done something and he’s just keeping schtum. How would I know? Or he’s foreign, he might not even speak the language. Might not understand what we’re saying. Immigrant or something.’

‘Okay. Well, let’s not jump to any conclusion. The last thing we want is an immigration officer down here. We all know how much everyone loves those guys.’ Graceford looks back to Poole. ‘Where’s the nearest detention centre, Chris? Could he have come from there?’

‘There’s Yarl’s Wood Immigration Removal Centre in Bedford or, maybe, Fulton Hall Removal Centre in Lincoln – but that’s too far. You think it’s likely that he’s illegal?’

Graceford shrugs. ‘I hope not, for everyone’s sake. And I don’t know why he’d be on a beach up here. Unless there’s some new North Sea crossing route we don’t know about yet. I suppose he could have just paid for passage on a fishing boat. The Norwegians get pretty close to the coast here.’

‘Surely we’d have found a life vest, or something on the beach. There’s no way he could have made it in without one.’

Graceford nods in agreement, neither of them are convinced. Besides the man they found didn’t look like a refugee, at least not like their ideas of one. But why would he be silent? Perhaps he has a reason to stay quiet.

A nurse looks up as they enter the ward, scanning their uniforms and expressions with weary eyes. She rises to greet them with a tentative smile. ‘How can I be of help, Officers?’

Rhoda leads them to one of the ward’s single-occupancy rooms, where the patient is lying in bed, his head turned away toward the window.

‘Hello, stranger,’ Rhoda says, tapping at the open door.

The patient pulls his gaze away from the overcast sky and seems unfazed as the two uniformed officers fill the small room.

‘I’ve brought some nice people to talk to you.’ Rhoda’s tone is soothing. ‘Nothing too stressful, I promise. This is Beth,’ she says, indicating Officer Graceford, ‘and Chris. They’d like to ask you a few questions. They’re the police officers who found you this morning. You feeling up to that now?’

The man in the bed regards them placidly. He gives Rhoda the smallest of nods, then shifts himself carefully up onto his elbows, resting back against the pillows.

The officers pull up chairs and take a seat. When Graceford speaks her tone is kind. ‘How are you feeling now? You’re looking much better.’ It’s true he’s almost unrecognizable from earlier that morning. There’s colour in his cheeks, an air of self-possession about him. Graceford wonders if they’ve given him something, a sedative perhaps. She’ll need to ask about that later.

The man gives a restrained smile in answer, eyes shifting back to Rhoda. Graceford throws a quick glance to Poole. ‘They mentioned to us you weren’t speaking,’ she says. ‘Is there any particular reason for that, sir? Can you understand what I’m saying?’

The patient’s brows knit slightly but otherwise his expression remains serene. He stays silent.

Poole looks to Graceford. Either this man genuinely doesn’t understand what she’s saying or he’s a bloody good actor, she thinks. Poole and Graceford get lied to every day and people aren’t usually this good at it.

‘Do you understand any of what I’m saying to you, sir?’ Graceford asks, louder now. The man looks back to Rhoda again, who nods him on encouragingly. He holds her gaze and shakes his head slowly; he doesn’t want to do this anymore.

Poole tries now. ‘Sir, can you tell us what your name is?’

The man moves his head to look at Poole. Poole points a finger at his own chest. ‘Officer Poole,’ he says in a laboured and heavily accented voice. Graceford has to look down into her lap to stop herself from exploding with laughter. Poole is now pointing towards the patient, who watches him with intelligent eyes. ‘You?’ Poole asks.

The patient nods. He understands. He’s been asked his name. He looks away from the police and the nurse and out at the murky sky. When he turns back he shakes his head, but this shake is different.

He can’t answer their question because he doesn’t know the answer.
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Dr Emma Lewis

Day 8 – Teamwork



When I enter the empty conference room Nick Dunning, the chief executive of The Princess Margaret Hospital and until recently its former chief of deliver and strategic management, is dumping packets of sugar into a steaming coffee, spilling most of it on the table as, distracted, he taps away at his phone. According to Peter, it’s Nick I’ll be liaising with at the hospital. But at the moment he’s mid-email, head bobbed down over his phone. He looks up briefly as I round the conference table and take a seat, and flashes me a friendly harassed smile before plunging back into whatever crisis is playing out in the palm of his hand.

I pull my laptop and notes from my bag and busy myself with them, fishing out my proposed action plan of tests and diagnostic methods. I study his face as he scrolls.

He’s a lot younger than I thought he’d be, dressed casually, a brushed cotton collar peeking out under a chic grey sweater. Stubble, fashionable horn-rimmed glasses that perfectly match the golden-brown of his eyes. He’s very attractive.

After a moment he looks up again. ‘Sorry, Emma. Nick.’ He stretches his arm across the table and shakes mine warmly. ‘Rushed off my feet. It’s been a bit nutty around here the last couple of days.’ He tips his phone by way of explanation. ‘I’ve been putting out a lot of fires, as you can imagine.’

‘I can.’ I smile back blithely. Rushed off his feet is an understatement if ever I heard one. The amount of patient complaints and follow-ups over what happened on the ward last week alone would be work enough. Never mind having to field the level of intense public interest in one particular patient. ‘It’s no problem at all, take all the time you need, Nick, if you want to finish up.’ But he puts his phone away briskly and picks up his coffee cup. I put my notes down and give him all my attention.

‘Right,’ he says.

Right!’ I say.

We share a moment.

‘God,’ he adds.

‘Yep,’ I say with a little nod. ‘Can I just say straight up front,’ I gush, ‘that the last thing I want is for you to feel like you are crisis-managing this alone, Nick. Or that I am in anyway here to take over. I want to work with you; I need to. I don’t know the hospital and I don’t know the case yet. I’m just hoping that we can get this situation sorted out together, quickly, as a team.’

‘Yes, exactly.’ He tastes a gulp of coffee and grimaces. ‘That’s exactly what we want here too. I can’t say how relieved I was when they sent over your details. I liked the tone of that misdiagnosis paper. The previous cases you re-examined. It’s reassuring.’ He flashes a relieved smile.

He’s definitely not what I was expecting and I bet I’m not what he expected either. I suppose I was expecting the CEO of a NHS Foundation Trust hospital to be, well, older, a bit soft around the middle, a middle-aged man in a cheap suit. Not my age and . . . well, attractive.

But I suppose the next generation of healthcare needs the next generation of management.

He taps a pen gently on the table in front of him. ‘Are there any questions you’ve got straight off the bat, Emma?’

‘Well, I’ve looked through the notes and at this stage it’s looking like a psychiatric condition. I’m thinking post-psychological trauma, but I’m going to need more information, which means more tests. An EEG to check for seizure disorders. I need to be sure we haven’t missed anything physical that could be causing this. But I think our key tool is going to be an fMRI. I’ll need to do that as soon as I can.’

His brows furrow slightly. Like most NHS Trust CEOs he has no specialist medical training. The job of hospital administrator is a non-medical posting. He’ll have sat in on meetings about the patient, for sure, and he’ll have a degree of knowledge but it will only be lay knowledge.

I explain. ‘The fMRI will tell me if the patient is lying, faking his symptoms. As I’m sure you know, fugue has a bit of a history of that. He could be malingering for some reason or he could be Munchausen’s, meaning he’s doing all this for attention. Don’t get me wrong, it doesn’t sound like it, but the only real way to be sure is to do an fMRI. That should tell us whether the hippocampus is being activated to access memory. You can’t fake memory loss in a scan.’

‘And what about this mystery speck on his CT scans? The pituitary—?’

‘Oh, the cyst, yes. Probably not related at all, but I will be looking into it, one hundred per cent, you can take my word for that.’

His face relaxes slightly. ‘Great.’

‘Can I ask what’s been happening regarding the patient’s lack of communication?’ I ask.

‘Sure.’ He dives in, eager to update me. ‘We’ve been trying to organize a multilingual translator to come in. As you know the media have been chomping at the bit with this whole foreign national thing, so I’ve been apprehensive about arranging anything that might confirm or strengthen those rumours without you having met him first. I’d rather hear your thoughts. I don’t want to add petrol to the flames here obviously.’

My breath snags.

Petrol to the flames? What does he mean by that?

It’s a saying, Em, relax. It’s just a saying, I tell myself.

Nick catches my discomfort but misconstrues it. ‘Of course, I can arrange the translator straight away, if you need me to?’

‘No, no. I think you’re exactly right. No need for that just yet. His silence could be a number of things at this stage. Something may be affecting the language processing areas of his brain. I’ll need to run some tests. Or he may not be talking because he’s scared. Any form of memory loss can be deeply disorientating. I’d like to do an initial assessment this morning, Nick, if it’s possible? And – has he communicated in any other way with anyone here at the hospital? Made any connections with other patients or staff?’

‘Yes, I think so.’

‘Well, I’d love to pull anyone else he’s communicated with in for a quick chat, if that’s possible. It’d be useful to know in what ways and to what degree he’s been making himself understood over the last . . . what? Eight days?’

‘Yes, of course I can find out who he’s been communicating with. We’ll make sure you get the opportunity to speak to those people, no problem.’

The idea suddenly occurs to me. ‘Of course, there is always the possibility that the patient is deaf or has preexisting speech problems. Do you know if anyone attempted to communicate with him via sign language?’

Nick squeezes his eyes shut tightly for a second. ‘Shit.’

I’m guessing that’s a ‘no’.

He rubs a hand across his forehead. ‘No, not to my knowledge, no.’

‘Don’t worry, this is why I’m here.’ I reassure him. ‘It’s just another avenue we’ll cover. There’s also the possibility that he might have sustained damage to his vocal cords if he did almost drown the morning he was found. Either way, best to cover our bases on those points before moving on any question of language.’

‘Yes, that’s for damn sure.’ He wets his lips now before continuing. ‘Can we just talk about the press? I know it’s not your remit but there are a lot of crazy ideas floating around out there. Do any of them sound . . . I don’t know, do any sound like possibilities to you?’

Having dredged through hours of media coverage online the night I agreed to take the case, and again last night in bed, I’m aware of what those floating ideas are. ‘Well, the idea that he may be military and have returned from deployment in Syria is theoretically a possibility. Dissociative amnesia is a form of PTSD. He could have had trouble reacclimatizing to civilian life. It’s a possibility. The refugee idea is equally plausible, refugees are just as likely as a soldier to suffer from PTSD as they’re in the same warzones. Failed suicide, yes, possible. A fisherman falling off a fishing boat, sure it’s a possibility, but as far as I’m aware there’s no evidence of that, no one missing. Um . . . and the second coming of Jesus, slash, he’s an angel, medically speaking is not my remit—’

Nick lets out a loud laugh and I smile.

‘Oh, and in terms of the Russian idea along the lines of the nerve agent released in Salisbury. Chemicals are definitely worth testing for although, to my knowledge, he’s not showing any related symptoms.’ I pause for a moment to see if there’s anything I’ve missed. ‘I mean it is very strange, given the amount of press coverage that nobody has come forward in eight days to identify him. That should be telling us something. Although, I’m just not sure exactly what it’s telling us.’

‘Yes, quite.’

‘Have the police made any progress?’

‘In a word, no. They’ve been keeping us in the loop, but they haven’t been able to trace his journey before the beach. No abandoned cars found in the area. They’ve checked CCTV at King’s Lynn train station and local shops, but he hasn’t shown up on anything yet. Plus, there was no ID on him, as you know, and his fingerprints aren’t on the national database, so no luck there.’

‘Have the police run DNA?’

Nick raises his eyebrows. ‘No, I don’t think they have yet,’ he says hopefully. ‘Definitely worth asking them for an update as of today.’ He taps a note into his phone briskly, then looks at me with a smile of gratitude. ‘Can I just say, Emma, I’ve never been so glad to have the troops called in on me. Something tells me before long we’ll have something solid to show for our efforts.’ He rises, signalling that our meeting is officially over. ‘Right, I hope you don’t mind me springing this on you but I’ve asked all nonessential staff to gather in the canteen. I thought you could do a quick intro and get your face out there so they all know who you are. How does that sound?’

Not good, Nick. Not good.
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The Man

Day 2 – How Could He Know a Thing Like That?



Rhoda arrives for her shift forty-five minutes early, her rucksack heavy on her back. After what happened yesterday they’ve asked her to stay on the patient’s ward again. They told her she’d be staying with him for at least today, considering what he’d been through on the ward and given his unusual situation.

If Rhoda were a cynical person she’d say the hospital might be trying to cover their backsides over what happened there yesterday. How had that situation been able to occur on an active ward? Why had a confused and recently bereaved man been placed on an open ward and left unattended? It was a valid question that a lot of people were already asking.

There had been reporters hanging around the hospital entrance last night after her shift ended, a woman and a man. They asked her what she thought about hospital security. What she thought about immigration. What she thought about the patient found on the beach that morning. Did she think he was a hero? they asked. Did she know his name? She hadn’t wanted her picture taken, though they’d asked her politely if she would, but it had been a long day and she had worried it wouldn’t come out well. Finally, she had told them she needed to go and she’d thought no more about it.

Since the scuffle on the ward, she’d replayed the incident with Mr Garrett over and over in her mind. Should she have done something? What if her patient hadn’t stepped in? What if it hadn’t gone the way it did, if something very bad had happened? People could have been hurt because of her failure to act.

She’d tried to remember her counsellor’s words while she’d made a cold-plate supper for herself the night before, her cream Cockapoo Coco bouncing around her heels. Her counsellor has been telling her for the past five weeks, since the incident in the park, that it wasn’t Rhoda’s fault. But it’s hard not to blame yourself when something bad happens to you. Because she knows if she’d just fought back, then maybe things would have been different. But the fact is, in actuality, she did nothing and she let something terrible happen to her. She knows she can’t blame herself, she shouldn’t blame herself, but she does.

Her thoughts had circled back around to her new patient, the odd feeling she’d had that he’d known about what happened to her. It was the way he’d looked at her, the way he’d pointed out the scar running jagged down her temple, her dark skin puckered and still tender where the stitches had been. She’d been styling her hair differently to cover it; people at work had only noticed her new hairstyle. But Rhoda noticed the scar every time she looked in the mirror. And – somehow – he’d noticed it too.

How had he known? She hadn’t told anybody what happened to her in the park. She’d only called the police, grudgingly, after realizing that she wouldn’t want the same thing to happen to someone else next time, someone younger or older, someone frailer.

She’d reported it but she hadn’t told anyone else, not her friends and certainly not her family. She didn’t want them to see her that way, to think of her like that. She’d lied in those days after it happened and told anyone who asked that she had slipped on the stairs in her building, rainwater on the steps, and people had grimaced and sympathized but thought no more about it.

The police had filed a report but they told her that they couldn’t do anymore without eyewitnesses. And there had been no one else there that day. Just her and Coco and the skinny old man with his walking cane, sitting on a park bench. She’d noticed his dog, a Staffie, nosing around a bin for scraps, off the leash.

It had all happened so quickly.

Usually Rhoda would unleash Coco as soon as they got to the park, letting her run free in her dizzying circles as happy as can be. But that day, seeing the Staffie there, running loose, she’d kept Coco close.

Her intuitions had been right because as soon as the Staffie had looked up from its search and seen Coco, the dog had bolted full-pelt straight for her. Rhoda had fleetingly thought to pick Coco up, but she hadn’t had time and it hadn’t mattered anyway because just before making contact with Coco the big dog had swerved and knocked Rhoda down onto the muddy grass. A flash of pain had ripped up her leg and into her hip. A shout came from across the park, the old man’s voice calling angrily to his dog, making his way to help her as fast as his cane would allow. At least that was what she’d thought but as he got closer and she’d raised a hand so he could help her up to her feet, that’s when the first blow came. His thick wooden cane struck her so hard across the cheek the blow knocked the air straight out of her. She’d gasped a breath in to shout out, but the next blow came down before she could make a sound. And all the while he was shouting at her. Poor Coco was dancing around her on the grass yapping furiously.

None of it made any sense as he glared down at her while swinging his cane a third and final time, his hate-filled voice saying terrible things, a storm of ugly words she would only begin to process afterwards. He told her she was stupid, a stupid bitch, why had she got in the way, she was a stupid fucking n——and suddenly she knew why this was all happening.

Disbelief in burning hot waves had flushed through her. She hadn’t thought things like this happened anymore, not here in this country, not now and yet, somehow, here she was.

After the third blow the old man had pulled back, spittle hanging grotesquely from his chin as he glared down at her. Then he’d lowered his cane, looked around the park purposefully and called to his dog before turning and stomping away. Just like that.

The way he’d walked away, in such an ordinary, everyday way, her ears ringing and blood stinging her eyes as he’d left her to bleed in the mud. That was the thing that made the tears come as Coco whined and nosed around her.

Rhoda lay almost motionless, stunned, crying hot tears of confusion, scalding tears of rage. What had been a nice afternoon walk was now a nightmare. He’d walked away and she couldn’t think of what to say, or what to do, so dizzy and disorientated, she’d screamed at the top of her lungs after him.

‘HEY! HEY!’

And at that, he’d turned back briefly to look at her, his eyes scanning the still empty park beyond her. But seeing no one else, no one but the two of them, he’d turned and stumped away, his stupid oblivious dog following obediently at his heels.

Rhoda stayed in the park long after he’d left. The last thing she wanted was to see him again further down the street, back towards her home. She needed to fix herself, wash her face, check the throbbing wound on her forehead, but she had no pocket mirror in her bag. Rhoda knew she was a brave woman, she’d been a nurse for two decades, but for some reason she’d not fought back. When the moment came, she did nothing. Why? She’d asked herself then, and every day since.

She’d talked it all through with the police counsellor, of course. It was shock, he’d told her. Simple as that. The old man had caught her by surprise; no one expects to be attacked in a public place in broad daylight walking their dog. No one expects frail old men with canes to be a threat. She had been blindsided, plain and simple.

Just as she’d been blindsided again today. But this time someone else had been there to help. He’d looked into her eyes, and he’d understood her fear. He’d stepped in for her. He was her lucky charm. Her gift from God.

So, when she gets to work that day she heads straight to his ward and shakes out the contents of her bulging rucksack on his bed. He sits motionless under the blankets watching, as six thick books tumble out, alongside pens, pencils and a brand-new sketchpad, with their discount stickers still attached.

Rhoda smiles at him. The library books are foreign dictionaries, the library maximum was six, and the sketchpad was the idea of one of the police officers yesterday, the male one.

If he couldn’t talk, then perhaps he could draw as the policeman had suggested? Perhaps he could communicate where he was from or anything he could remember?

He looks down at his gifts now, arrayed on his blankets, and he smiles a knowing smile to Rhoda. Thanks, his eyes say. Her gifts promise that today they will get to the bottom of this, together.

‘I’ve been thinking,’ Rhoda says, laying the books out so that the patient can see the titles and covers. ‘I know you can’t remember your real name just yet but how do you feel about a temporary one? Just for now?’ Her fingertips absent-mindedly touch the scar by her hairline. ‘I know it’s not ideal but it would be nice to call you something, what do you say?’

He looks down at her pile of books, eyes flitting from one to the next, then back up to her. He nods.
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Dr Emma Lewis

Day 8 – Public Speaking



Nick leads me up to the hospital canteen on the top floor. I follow, my mind whirring.

He chatters on as we take the stairs up two at a time. ‘Sorry for the stairs, the lifts take forever and I told everyone to be ready at half past.’ He glances at his watch and then back over his shoulder at me. Catching my expression, he smiles. ‘Listen, seriously, there’s no big speech required, don’t worry about that. Nothing too stressful, just a quick mission statement so everyone knows who they’re working with and who to speak to if they have questions. Okay?’

It’s hard to tell how pale my face has got but I suddenly feel intensely lightheaded. I pause on the stairs for a second, pretending to be out of breath. A speech in front of most of the hospital staff. I feel sick. This is not keeping a low profile. I suddenly wonder how much Peter actually told Nick about me and my history? I’m guessing nothing, otherwise Nick would appreciate the implications of me ‘getting my face out there’. But what can I do?

Just pray that no one I was at school with went into medicine and works here, I suppose.

Nick pauses. ‘Sorry! I’m rushing you, aren’t I? Sorry, take your time. They can wait a few more minutes. It’s just all a little fraught at the moment, morale up and down – things like this help. Makes sure everyone feels like they’re part of the team, in it together.’

‘Of course, it’s fine. I just . . . I haven’t had much exercise over the Christmas break,’ I lie.

It’s fine, I tell myself; even if someone does recognize me they aren’t going to blurt it out in the middle of a speech, are they? People don’t do things like that in real life. They’d come and talk to me after. Right? Wouldn’t they?

Stop it! No one here is going to remember you. You have a different name. And you look completely different. So stop it.

I smile up at Nick.

At the top of the stairwell, he turns to me again.

‘So, it’s just through here. Shouldn’t be more than forty, fifty people. I’ll do a quick intro and then you can introduce yourself, a bit about your background and maybe a basic outline of the diagnostic plan. I’ll open up a quick Q&A and then we’re done.’

I take a fortifying breath in and nod. ‘Great.’

Nick’s hand goes to the door and I suddenly realize I have no idea what we are calling the patient. ‘Wait, Nick. What are we calling him? The patient?’

‘Oh, bloody hell, sorry, Emma. We’re using Matthew for now. He seems to like it and we can’t call him Mr Nobody, obviously. So, we’re stuck with it for now. I should have mentioned before.’ He suddenly looks as vulnerable as I feel, which thankfully takes my focus off of myself for a second.

‘No, it’s fine.’ I reassure him. After all, how bad can it be? ‘Let’s get through this bit and then you can take me to meet Matthew.’

He nods happily, back on safe ground, and with that he pulls open the doors.

My hands are slick with sweat, my chest fluttering. I take in the faces as we enter the canteen. Nurses, junior doctors, paramedics, porters, canteen staff, groundskeepers. I try to scan each face for any sign of recognition. The crowd has hushed with our entrance and all eyes are on us as we make our way to the front.

Nick clears his throat and starts to speak. I notice a woman, standing by the hatch of the kitchen, turn towards us and I realize with sudden dread I know her. I rack my mind for who she might be. She’s looking back towards the doors now, frowning. She’s waiting for someone.

‘—enormously lucky to have her with us. So, if you could all give a big hand to Dr Emma Lewis, I’ll pass this over to her.’

I find myself stepping forward to join Nick, my eyes still locked on the woman. Then her eyes find mine, she gives me a tight smile before her gaze is pulled away by a younger woman sidling up beside her and I suddenly realize how I know her. It’s the receptionist from the lobby. Jesus. That’s how I know her.

I need to calm down. I need to stop being paranoid. Everything is fine. The relief I feel is overwhelming and I can’t hold back a smile. I let my body relax ever so slightly, take in my expectant audience and begin.
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The Man

Day 3–6 – Patient



Rhoda sits patiently by while Matthew undergoes further scans on Day Three. He is assessed by multiple doctors, none of whom fully understand his problem, and none of whom manage to pry a single word from him.

He is moved to the psychiatric ward.

Rhoda moves with him. She plumps his pillows, she changes the dressings on his head wound, she brings in more library books and together they sift through the dry pages, hoping to find a glimmer of recognition in the darkness.

There’s a small piece in the local paper that evening, an article about the man found on the beach. The patient doesn’t see it but Rhoda does. She particularly likes the photograph they used. The picture shows Matthew in the distance, a blurred dot, Officer Graceford is with him and Officer Poole is running towards the camera, caught in the moment, Poole’s mouth half open, shouting something at the photographer. The picture has an otherworldliness to it, like a painting.

She takes the evening paper home and carefully cuts the article out with her kitchen scissors. When this is all over, she decides, when he’s better, she’ll give Matthew all his cuttings, if he wants them. The picture is beautiful, she thinks. The great sweep of Holkham Beach, dunes she recognizes even without the caption beneath.

The article beneath is about Mr Garrett, how Matthew saved the day, right after being admitted to Princess Margaret’s. The article mentions how Matthew hasn’t spoken a single word since they found him. Portrayed as a mysterious hero, and easy on the eye. Rhoda can see how that would make a good story. Like a fairy tale, there is a magic to it, as delicate as filigree, and she feels that magic around him too.

Whoever wrote the article had got it right, she decides.

Another day passes. Rhoda administers Matthew’s meds. He takes the pills from her trustingly, as if knowing in his heart she wouldn’t drug him. He doesn’t trust the doctors, he doesn’t know why exactly. He goes along with their tests, he tries to listen to their words, to what they say, but he is really only waiting. Waiting for the other shoe to drop, waiting for everything to come flooding back in, like it should, soon. And he is waiting for her to appear. He knows she will come. It is just a matter of time.

To Matthew’s mind the psychiatric ward isn’t that much different from the ward he was on before. He knows there is something wrong with his brain, his memory, and he’s picked up enough from his interactions to see the move coming. But the doors aren’t locked here, and his room isn’t padded, it’s just another blank hospital room.

There’s a courtyard garden on this ward, which Rhoda takes him out to if it’s not raining. She brings him in a puffer jacket from home on the fourth day. It smells of talcum powder and geraniums and it’s not new, but it keeps him warm, for which he is grateful.

He’s felt the cold more since the beach. He wonders if that might be because he’s not used to the weather here? Perhaps he comes from somewhere warm. There’s no way to be sure, it’s just a thought that occurs to him, he’s had so many fleeting notions of what his life was, is, but they float away as they come to him with nothing substantial to anchor onto.

He looks at the books Rhoda brings, the words in them, and he waits for the moment when they fall into place, as he knows they must.


Rhoda finds another story in the papers on the fourth day. The tone suddenly different from before. They use her name. She realizes that the questions she was asked in the lobby by the reporters on that first night have been threaded into this article. She knows now she shouldn’t have spoken to those reporters. Her words sound foolish at this remove.

Thankfully she sees it first, before the rest of the hospital staff. She’s set a Google alert, to know when to get the paper; her niece had shown her how to over Christmas.

Somehow, they’d managed to get a picture of Matthew walking in the garden. He’s not wearing his puffer jacket in the picture so it must have been taken the day before, the day he moved to the psychiatric ward. She has no idea how they took the photo, no one noticed a photographer on the closed ward. You’d think someone might have seen them, she thinks, but then that wasn’t usually something they had to worry about at Princess Margaret’s. That would have to change from now on.

The article accompanying the picture was wrong, Rhoda thought. This time they hadn’t got it right.

The picture was misleading. It showed Matthew, his dark hair tousled, his jaw stubbled, standing in the ward’s garden, his face content and calm, his good looks somehow more pronounced against the rich greens of the bushes. And in his hand, its text clearly visible, one of her books from the library, a book she knows he only happened to be holding, just one of many language books he’d tried to look through that day. In the picture Matthew is holding a Ukrainian language book.

On the fifth day the story hits the national headlines. More details about Rhoda herself, about Matthew’s new name, make their way into and across the tabloids and broadsheets. The story of a wandering man with no name found on a beach, a man who did not speak but could disarm a man and defuse an incident. Theories. Appeals to anyone who might recognize him. Questions about how the patient was being dealt with in the hospital.

A video of Rhoda talking to the reporters appears online.

When Rhoda is called into Nick Dunning’s office on the patient’s sixth day and ushered into a seat next to someone from HR, she realizes what the full impact of her words might have been, that she might be part of something much bigger than she had anticipated. The hospital isn’t angry with her, how could they be, she hadn’t been aware that the reporters she’d spoken to had been filming her, on a phone, as she spoke to them. That much was clear from the footage, but as Nick explained firmly, ‘This can’t happen again.’

Nick calls a general staff meeting. The hospital is crawling with press and whilst he understands it isn’t a doctor’s or nurse’s job to act as a bodyguard, he informs them that there will be security on all wards going forward, in light of the current situation and in light of the recent incident on the ward. Protecting patient safety and privacy must be a priority moving forward.

Nick mentions one last thing before the staff mill out: there will be a new doctor coming. A specialist from a London hospital. Someone for Matthew, someone who specializes in his exact condition, an expert.

And to her surprise a little shiver of dread passes through Rhoda as she joins the others shuffling out. The idea of Matthew actually remembering his real name makes her frightened, because in her heart Rhoda knows that as soon as he remembers who he is he’ll leave.
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The Man

Day 8 – First Sight



It’s her.

He sees her as soon as she rounds the corner of the ward and his skin starts to thrum.

He knew something would be happening today. They brought him to the day room earlier than usual this morning. There was less staff on the ward. He’d felt instantly that something was coming.

And now he sees her, striding down the corridor, flesh and bone as real and solid as the building around her. Walking confidently towards the day room, towards him. He watches her from his safe position as she stops to talk to someone; she’s too far away yet to notice. He studies the gentle swish of her chestnut hair, her face in motion, pale, and strong. The clean lines of her jaw, her high cheekbones. But it is her eyes he can’t stop looking at, as they brush over the ward, over nurses, doctors, other patients. Her intelligent eyes, picking up everything, missing nothing. She’s stopped at the nurses’ desk just outside the day room. Surreptitiously, he scans the other patients around him. To see if anyone else sees what he sees. Do they, too, recognize her?

But the other patients are oblivious, they haven’t noticed. His eyes glide back to her, he watches her talking, listening, that open, beautiful face. It’s her. She’s come. For him. He doesn’t remember who she is yet but he knows she is the one he’s been waiting for.

His head wound prickles now along his scalp, still not fully healed. Suddenly, he remembers the word written on his hand in ink, the word he’d rubbed away.

A warm burst of laughter flutters across to him and snaps him back to the here and now. She’s laughing at something one of the nurses is saying. It’s a generous laugh. And he can tell from her body language that it’s not a great joke but she’s invested in them liking her. She’s wants them to know she’s not a threat, they are safe, all is well. The group she’s talking to relaxes, he watches it happen, they open to her, softening instantly.

And then a realization creeps over him, he can’t remember what it is he has to do. The panic he felt on the beach begins to flex inside him. She’s coming and he can’t remember who she is. All he knows is time is running out, he has to do something. Fear, cold and clinging, grips him as he struggles to remember what it is he’s supposed to do now that he’s found her. He knows with crystal clarity this first meeting is crucial. It’s the most important thing he’ll ever do.

His eyes dart around the room again, searching for something to trigger a memory.

Remember! Remember something.

He looks back out to the hallway. She’s holding a file now, some notes, she’s nodding as she flicks through the sheets of paper. She’s a doctor. Okay. Is that good? She’ll be coming any second and he can’t remember who she is or why this is all so incredibly important.

Is she dangerous? Should I run?

He flicks his eyes across to the only other exit in the room. The large, rain-spattered floor-to ceiling-windows. He is on the second floor. Outside the insistent glow of the hospital the pale sky hangs listless. In the distance, the blur of lush green treetops, a forest.

His breath catches in his throat. A forest.

And then it comes. A memory.

. . . the cold of a forest.

The tiniest flash of a memory, he squeezes his eyes shut, chasing it. He’s running through a wood, at night, running fast over the slippery mulch of the forest floor, his chest heaving, his throat burning as he struggles to catch his breath. Underfoot twigs snapping, his clothes snagging on branches, and the echo of his footfalls resounding through the deep chill of the night. His heart is pounding. And then he hears something else. Another person’s breath, right next to him, the soft gasp of it. A girl’s breathing. Labored, scared.

His eyes flash open.

Oh God. That doesn’t seem right. That doesn’t seem good. What does it mean? Why am I running?

Dread fills him. Something is very wrong with what he just saw. He looks up now at the hallway. Someone is pointing over in his direction, saying something he can’t quite make out, and suddenly she is looking straight at him. Her eyes locking with his. All her focus on him.

Her expression flickers, she seems to sense his fear, he can read it on her face, her concern, her empathy. But who is she? Her face shows the briefest flash of confusion.

Emma looks back at the patient sitting at the far end of the day room, silhouetted against the pale glass of the windows. Behind him the rain-soaked landscape rolls all the way to the North Sea. He is watching her. But it’s the way he is watching her. His expression. He recognizes her. She feels a flutter in her chest. Does she know him?

The look in his eyes reminds her of someone a long time ago – but it can’t be, it can’t be him. That would be impossible. She knows it’s not him. He’s gone. Long gone, one way or another. The patient doesn’t even look like him, he’s too young to be him, his features too dark, too chiselled. The man she knew was softer. But the eyes, the eyes have the same quality. She tries not to let herself think it but . . . but there’s definitely something about him. An understanding of what went before.

She then does something without even thinking: while the nurse beside her talks on, she nods back directly at the man. It’s almost imperceptible, but he sees it.

His breath catches in his throat.

He remembers the warning he was given. Don’t fuck it up.

Easier said than done.

You need to speak to her. So you have to remember.

She says something to the nurse, smiling, and she starts to make her way towards him.

She’s coming.

His heart is racing now, adrenaline sizzling through him. He rises from his seat as the prickle of pain in his skull spikes. A fresh throb of it rips through his head; the room spins beneath him and suddenly he’s falling. His palms and knees smacking down hard onto the plastic flooring. The day room swirls around him, in and out of focus. He can still see her, her shoes nearing, then her hands touch his shoulder and finally her face comes into view, inches from his, the unexpected warmth of her breath on his cheek.

‘Can you hear me, Matthew?’ she says.

And just like that her name comes back to him.


Emma can’t quite make out what he says, it’s mumbled. The patient’s breath coming in loud snatches as he tries desperately to stay conscious. She leans in closer to catch it, her ear close to his lips.

He says it again.

‘Marn?’

She pulls away sharply to look at his face, her eyes wide in shock, she needs to see the look in his eyes as he says that, to see who he is, to see what he means. But she is too late. As she pulls back, he crumples down in front of her, unconscious.

Emma orders the junior doctor to monitor the patient, blood pressure and vitals are taken. According to the patient’s notes he’s blacked out three times since he was admitted eight days ago. Emma reassures the ward staff that the patient’s losses of consciousness are most likely the result of stress response. But she instructs them to test for the usual physical causes: cardiac, neurological, orthostatic, metabolic or drug-related, to be safe.

She doesn’t mention the look the patient gave her just before he collapsed. And she certainly does not mention what he said to her, or that he spoke at all.

As people had rushed to assist them it became clear that no one else had seen, or heard it. She had barely heard it herself.

If she heard it at all, she thinks. Because he couldn’t have really said that, could he?

He couldn’t know that name. They’ve never met, she’d remember meeting someone who looked like him. Besides, he would have been too old to have been at school with her back then, he’s about ten years older than her. The first time she saw him was online two days ago, when she googled his case after speaking to Joe. All her knowledge of her patient comes from her research, the grainy YouTube footage from the beach, the photos in the newspapers and his medical records.

But then why would he say, Marn? She blinks back the emotion. She hasn’t heard that name for years.

She casts her eyes quickly around the busy ward, other patients filing into the day room from breakfast. Is it a joke? she wonders. A prank? But that would be in pretty poor taste. And patients don’t tend to lose consciousness as a joke.

She’d been doing so well. She hadn’t recognized a single face in the crowd gathered upstairs in the canteen. No telltale eyes boring into her. She’d been starting to think everything might just be okay.

Marn. The name burns in her brain. He knows her. He knows what happened. She tries to push it from her mind as she heads back towards the nurses’ station.

Perhaps he didn’t say Marn, she thinks. Surely she misheard. He could have mumbled anything. And the look of recognition in his eyes . . . well – patients with memory loss often pretend to recognize new people. Why should this patient be any different?

The duty nurse pulls up the patient’s notes on the system. ‘I’d be interested to find out exactly what happened just prior to his previous losses of consciousness,’ Emma prompts the nurse, her voice steady. ‘What exactly the context was?’

The staff nurse nods and taps away at the keyboard.

As Emma waits, her phone vibrates. She turns away and fishes it out of her pocket. It’s a text message.


Any miracles yet? Lol


She stares at the message, her pulse racing. She reads it again. Her thoughts whir as she tries to process the words. Who sent this? She reads the message again, slowly, she checks the number, it takes her another second to register that it’s just Joe. Joe’s new number. She represses a sigh. Miracles, of course. It’s just her brother trying to be funny. She lets out a dry chuckle at her own paranoia and the nurse looks up at her in enquiry.

‘Sorry,’ Emma blusters smiling. ‘Just got a text.’

‘Ah, I see. Good news, I hope.’ The nurse smiles and turns back to her screen.

Emma stares down at Joe’s text, her thumb poised over the keys, unsure if she should tell him what just happened. How could her patient have known her name? She wants to share the burden of it with every fibre of her being.

Joe will think she’s gone completely nuts if she tells him what she thinks she just heard, she knows it. How would she even explain it to him? That somehow her new patient, who has no memory of who he is himself, or where he comes from, somehow seems to know her name? Her real name.

Marn. Marni. Her name. Her old name, before it happened, before they changed it, before their whole family had to move.

Or perhaps the patient had thought she was someone else called Marn?

Oh, come on, that’s ridiculous, it’s hardly a common name.

She used to spend half her time before the name change explaining that she wasn’t named after Hitchcock’s Marnie, she’d been named after the actress Marni Nixon. Nixon, ‘the hidden voice of cinema’, the woman who sang the role of Eliza Doolittle in My Fair Lady, Maria in West Side Story, Anna in The King and I and sung countless other roles when starlets didn’t have the voice for them. A ghost singer. A Marni with an ‘i’.

Now, her thumb poised over the phone, she hesitates. She can’t tell Joe what just happened. He’ll think she’s cracking up – cracking up again, now that she’s back here. She can’t tell Joe what she thinks her patient said and she absolutely cannot tell him who her patient reminded her of, because that really would sound crazy. That person died, a long time ago. Best not to say anything yet, not until things start making more sense.

She exits the messages app and slips her phone back into her pocket.

She can’t tell anyone, she realizes, because the first thing anybody will try to find out is who, or what, Marn means. She needs to work this out herself.

She thinks of Joe’s text, she thinks of miracles. Of what happened seven days ago on the ward. But that wasn’t a miracle, she reminds herself, because there are no miracles – there are only people and their actions.
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Dr Emma Lewis

Day 8 – About Matthew



‘Has he spoken?’ I ask carefully. ‘At all? To you? Has he said anything?’ I’m sitting across from Rhoda Madiza in the hospital canteen. I want to keep the conversation as informal as possible since I’m sure she’s wary of talking to anyone after the media mauling she’s been through over the last week.

As far as I can tell from the medical notes, Rhoda has been the patient’s primary caregiver for the duration of his stay here, which is highly unusual in an NHS hospital. Nurses tend to stick to departments, seeing whoever whenever; they do not move around with a particular patient. But Rhoda is the only person who’s been able to communicate with the patient since his arrival. And I need to know if I’m the only one he’s spoken to yet. If anyone could tell me it would be her.

‘No, nothing. He hasn’t spoken to me. Not a peep, from day one.’

My face must register a degree of disbelief as she’s quick to add, ‘I tried, trust me. If he’d said anything to me I’d have been on the phone before he’d even finished his sentence. We’ve been trying language books and YouTube videos. But no. No talking yet, just pictures. He’s got a sketchpad like the police suggested.’

Oh, God, just like the Piano Man, I bet the press lapped that up.

‘He draws pictures of things, the forest mainly, the views from the windows. And it’s useful if he needs something, you know, he’ll just draw a picture of it, fold it up and hand it to me. A hot drink. A snack. Something to keep him occupied. He enjoys jigsaws. But that’s as far as we’ve got.’ Rhoda smiles warmly, but there’s a hint of disappointment there. I can see she wishes she’d got further by now. There’s a strength of character, a zeal to her and I can understand why the patient took to her so strongly. She blows on her tea before sipping.

I nod. ‘I see. So, no verbal communication.’

In that case he’s spoken only to me. Interesting.

Unless of course I imagined it? The last time I was here so many things happened. I wasn’t thinking clearly before we left. Could coming back here be subtly weeviling its way into my mind? Has it made me paranoid? Does that seem likely? I am definitely experiencing stress being back here, but can I realistically be suffering from full-on delusions so quickly? No. He definitely spoke but there’s surely a strong chance I might be wrong about what he said to me.

Rhoda puts her cup down.

‘And how does he seem to you?’ I ask next. ‘Aside from the silence? Has he shown any signs of mental illness? Any suicidal tendencies?’ She blinks at the question, not what she was expecting.

Rhoda takes a thoughtful breath before replying. ‘Sorry, you just threw me a bit. Doctors don’t tend to ask my medical opinion very often,’ she smiles. ‘It’s nice.’ She clears her throat and considers her answer. ‘Well, at first when he checked in I thought maybe he could be suffering from schizophrenia or a personality disorder. But I’ve cared for patients with both and he’s – I don’t know – much more switched on, if you know what I mean. He isn’t listless and he hasn’t let himself go.’ She gives a little frown, suddenly embarrassed that I might think she was referring to the way he looks. How handsome he is. Strange how no one is mentioning the way he looks. How good he looks. But then that wouldn’t be appropriate, would it? We all know that wouldn’t be appropriate.

‘The doctors are saying maybe depression or manic depression. But it’s not. He seems fine most of the time, you know, happy, in spite of everything that’s happening. More level-headed than some people who actually work here.’ She gives me a quick smile.

She’s not a doctor but her insights are important. They’re based on clinical observation, and are even more important in this instance, when the patient himself can’t describe his own symptoms.

‘So, would you say he’s presenting quite normally except for the lack of communication and the panic attacks he’s been having?’ I stop myself, I shouldn’t have mentioned panic attacks. I don’t want to lead her answers, I need to choose my words more carefully. ‘Sorry, is that how you would describe them? Panic attacks?’

‘No. Not attacks, exactly.’ She shakes her head thoughtfully. ‘It’s more like . . . Well, this will sound strange but, more like he suddenly remembers something. Like he sees it in his mind’s eye. It’s not panic so much as he shifts up a gear into a . . . I don’t know, a heightened state, I suppose.’

Okay, now we’re talking.

What she’s describing is PTSD. But, of course, I don’t want to be the one to say it. As it’s my primary hypothesis I need to be certain I’m not the one seeding it in Rhoda’s head. She needs to tells me herself in her own words.

‘Heightened in what way, Rhoda?’

She gazes out into the canteen concourse, frowning.

‘Like a dog in a fight, I suppose. Like he sees something and he suddenly doesn’t know whether to run or to fight. Every time I see it happen to him that’s what it reminds me of. But then, I’m not a doctor,’ she concludes self-deprecatingly.

PTSD patients relive their traumatic event; they replay it every time something triggers the memory. The same event over and over in their heads. Anything can trigger it, a face, a tone of voice, a sound. It’s called hyperarousal and it’s one of the key symptoms of PTSD.

‘How is he sleeping?’ I ask.

Rhoda gives a throaty laugh. ‘No problems in that department.’ She shakes her head merrily. ‘He loves an afternoon nap.’ But she catches herself. ‘But, come to think of it he does do most of his sleeping in the day, to be honest. I hadn’t thought of that until now. I couldn’t say if he sleeps at night, I’m not here for the night shift and no one’s mentioned anything.’

‘That’s interesting.’ Insomnia doesn’t work like that. What that sounds like is that his circadian rhythm is out of sync, his sleep hormones firing at all the wrong times.

‘Rhoda.’ I lean forward. ‘The incident with Mr Garrett . . . Would you say the patient displayed any skills or knowledge that the average person on the street might not?’

She looks suddenly suspicious, like I’m trying to trick her into saying something foolish. ‘I’m not really sure what you’re asking exactly,’ she says carefully.

‘Did he look, to you, like he might have any police or military training?’

‘Oh!’ she exclaims, surprised, and raises her eyebrows as she considers the idea. ‘Well, he seemed to be very sure of himself, of what he was doing, yes. Like he’d done that sort of thing before maybe, that he could handle the situation. And you know I think that’s the reason Mr Garrett let Matthew end it – it just seemed like the right thing in the situation.’ She looks at me hopefully; she clearly likes this line of reasoning. I smile at her.

‘Rhoda, it would be really helpful if you could try and get down on paper anything else you may have noticed about the patient. In particular the context surrounding any losses of consciousness he’s had. I’ve already asked for the ward notes but I’d really like your version of events. You’ve had more time with him than anyone else and that way we can try to build up a picture of what might be triggering him.’

Why did seeing me trigger him? I think of his face across the day room looking back at me, his expression. How did he know my name and why would that trigger him?

‘Yes, of course. Not a problem.’ Rhoda smiles, clearly delighted at being asked to be so heavily involved in his diagnostic plan. But why shouldn’t she be? She’s been the one looking after him; she’s the only continuity he has here.

‘Rhoda, can I also ask you—’ I stop myself, this is tricky territory.

Rhoda studies me, alert to my sudden change of tone. ‘Of course, you can ask me anything.’

I choose my words carefully. ‘Rhoda. You named the patient Matthew, didn’t you? Why did you do that?’

Her face falls. Then after a moment she lets out a soft sigh. ‘Oh God, not that again. I wish I’d never said a word about it.’ She softly shakes her head, contrite. ‘People always take things the way they want to hear them, don’t they? That interview, I didn’t know they’d twist it up like that. All blown out of proportion. Mr Dunning’s already had a word with me about not speaking with the press—’

‘No, no, it’s fine.’ I try to reassure her; she’s misunderstood my intention. ‘I just wanted to know if there was a reason you chose that name in particular?’

Her embarrassment turns instantly to wariness. ‘You mean the gift from God thing? I’m not religious, if that’s what you want to know. My family was, but not me. I just had this feeling— oh, no, I can’t. This is . . . it’s all just silliness.’

‘No, Rhoda, it’s fine. Please, just tell me. I’m not going to judge you.’ Who am I to judge anyway? For all I know I’m hearing imaginary voices.

She doesn’t relax, but she replies, ‘Well, I can’t explain it, so I won’t try to but he knew something about me.’ She shifts up straighter in her chair. ‘He knew something he couldn’t have known. He just couldn’t.’ I feel the hairs at the back of my neck rise.

She’s had an experience similar to the one I’ve had with him. He knew something about her he couldn’t have known.

‘What do you mean, he knew things? Do you mean personal things, things about you?’

Rhoda looks out at the canteen before letting her eyes drift back to me. She nods. ‘Yes. He knew something, something extremely personal, and he wanted me to know that he knew and that he understood. Or at least that’s what it seemed like to me, at the time. I know it sounds crazy and I’m not a spiritual person, Doctor, usually, but . . . this was strange. You know?’ She rubs a tired hand over her left eye and I catch sight of a small scar along her temple that I hadn’t noticed before. ‘I’d rather not say what exactly he knew . . . if that’s okay?’

‘Of course.’

‘And there was the way he was with that other patient . . . I’ve never seen anything like it, not in real life anyway. Only on TV. He was so . . . calm. So sure of the situation. And to answer your original question, I guess I just thought the name Matthew was nice.’ She shrugs. ‘Better than calling him “the patient” all the time. Matthew may mean “Gift from God” but I obviously don’t believe that’s what he is. I mean, come on, I’m a full-grown woman with twenty-seven years’ nursing experience. I don’t believe in angels. He’s just been a breath of fresh air, you know, a stroke of luck when I needed it the most.’

‘But you do believe he knew things? About you?’

She chuckles. ‘Perhaps not. Who knows? Perhaps he’s just very good at reading people? He certainly read me like a book. Whatever it is he deserves to have a name, right?’

I smile in agreement. ‘Right.’

Rhoda stiffens and it’s only then that I realize someone is standing directly behind me.

‘Sorry to interrupt, ladies. I was hoping to have a quick chat with you, Dr Lewis, if that’s all right. Or is now a bad time?’

It’s a voice I recognize. Shit. I swivel in my seat and look up as my heart leaps into my throat.

Oh my God.

‘Could we have a quick chat, Dr Lewis?’ Chris Poole asks again.

This is who I thought I saw in the car park this morning but now that he’s standing here right in front of me I realize how wrong I was. Chris got really tall, and very good-looking. I take in his uniform now too. Chris is a policeman. Chris Poole, from school, is a policeman. And as he looks down at me expectantly, I realize that he one hundred per cent recognizes me. This is not good.

‘Um. Talk? Right, yes, yes of course. Er, Rhoda, would you excuse me?’

‘Of course.’ She rises and smiles at me in a knowing way, one that I don’t fully understand, before leaving.

I turn back to Chris, who is grinning broadly.

Oh shit. Seriously? I mean, don’t I look completely different? I guess there must still be something left of the old me in here somewhere.

He opens his mouth but I cut him off. ‘No, Chris. Stop. Before you say anything just, shush. Let’s go to my office.’ I throw a quick look around the canteen, people are just going about their days, thankfully showing no interest in us.

Chris drops his smile as instructed. But the crinkles at the corners of his eyes remain.

Jesus. He really is pleased to see me.

‘Can we, please?’ I gesture out of the canteen.

‘Oh, yeah, sure, lead the way,’ he says cheerfully.
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Dr Emma Lewis

Day 8 – Chris Poole



As soon as the door closes, he pulls me into a bear hug. His strong arms close around me, smushing my face against the expanse of his uniform jacket.

‘What the hell are you doing here?!’ I hear his voice rumbling through his chest and it’s oddly soothing. Irritated, I force myself to pull away.

‘That’s a very good question,’ I say evasively.

‘I wasn’t expecting to see you today. At all.’ He pulls back to take me in. My adult face, my late-bloomer features. ‘God, look at you. You look . . .’ He pauses. ‘Different. And, you’re a doctor now!’ His eyes scan me as if he’ll somehow locate the doctor part of me if he looks hard enough. Or perhaps he’s looking for the teenager part of me he used to know? ‘Not just a doctor. The doctor, I hear? Congratulations . . . mate.’

‘Thanks, Chris. And you . . .’ I reciprocate, gesturing to his uniform. I step back and walk behind my desk, putting it safely between us. He stands there studying me, a smile in his eyes. He always was sunshine, Chris, warm sunshine. I can’t help but smile back at him, in spite of everything. In spite of the fact that him recognizing me might screw up everything. I’ve only been here a few hours and bloody everyone seems to recognize me.

Chris and I were in the same year at school, we were all in the same big group of friends: boys, girls, it didn’t seem to matter so much back then. Where are they all now? Do they have kids? Are they all still alive?

‘How long’s it been?’ he asks, then answers his own question. ‘It must be what . . . fifteen years. What have you . . . how have you been? How’s Jim?’

‘Fourteen years actually and it’s Joe now. Yeah, he’s good; he’s married, has a kid.’ Chris’s eyes widen in mock horror at the mention of a kid, I guess it’s safe to say he definitely doesn’t have any just yet. ‘And I’m good . . . I’m . . . God, I don’t know where to start really, Chris, sorry, it’s been such a long time,’ I gush. ‘Um, but it’s great to see you!’

He pulls out the chair opposite me and negotiates his bulky uniform down into it. This is not going to be over anytime soon, I realize with a sinking heart. This is the police liaison Nick told me to expect this afternoon. Chris is the one who’s come here to give me an update on the police investigation. I’m going to have to get through this reunion before we get to the meat of the case. I sit down, still smiling, keeping the desk between us. I hope he doesn’t see the panic in my eyes.

‘It’s great to see you too,’ he says earnestly. ‘Really good. Honestly.’ Then his expression changes. ‘I, er, I looked you up a few years ago, Marn.’ He uses my old name, and he’s doing it deliberately. He’s broaching the elephant in the room. ‘To see what happened to you after . . . well, after you left. Looked you up on the station system. I only had the name Marni Beaufort, though. Probably shouldn’t be telling you this, should I?’ he says with a raw honesty I find strangely intoxicating. I shrug mutely. Oddly enough it feels good to know somebody noticed us dropping off the face of the planet.

He nods understandingly. ‘I saw they’d changed your name on the police database.’ There’s a question in there somewhere. And we both know the question is: After everything that happened, are you okay?

‘Yeah,’ I reply as simply as I can, but it comes out breathier than I had intended. Yeah, they changed my name and yeah, I’m okay. Most of the time.

There’s a silence filled with more questions, unasked ones.

‘I just didn’t realize you were a bloody doctor though!’ He beams at me again.

I laugh, grateful for the change of subject. ‘And you’re a policeman.’

‘I know. Like father like son.’ He grimaces, but then his face turns ashen as he realizes what he’s just said. Like father, like son. ‘Oh Christ, sorry. I didn’t mean because of . . . Just ’cos—’

‘Yes, I know, Chris, it’s fine. Your dad was a policeman and now you’re a policeman. It’s fine. Seriously.’ I smile. ‘Yeah, I remember your dad. He was a lovely, lovely man.’

Chris relaxes. ‘Dad? Let’s not get carried away here. He’s all right – well, on occasions. Christmas was a little fraught if you ask me but yeah he’s all right, all told.’

We stare at each other as another silence falls between us. I take in his features, his softly tousled blond hair, his strong stubbly jaw. ‘Chris,’ I say finally. ‘You can’t tell anyone. Who I am. You can’t mention anything about before.’

His half-smile vanishes. ‘I know, Emma.’ He uses my proper name, my new name, and I like the way he says it, the fullness of it. ‘No, of course, I know. This Mr Nobody case is already all over the place, I don’t think bringing Marni Beaufort into it would be at all helpful. No need to worry on my count. I just came to tell you that we’re here to help in any way we can with your investigation. And likewise, if and when he does start talking, keep us in the loop, okay? We’re eager to get him back to his family or whoever is missing him. But for now, we can supply you with all our background on the case so far, if that would be any help?’

‘Yes. That would be great.’

‘Just to warn you though,’ he frowns, ‘there’s not a lot to go on. We checked his clothes for labels but they’d all been removed. No distinguishing marks, no tattoos. No fingerprint or dental matches. DNA hasn’t thrown anything up but if he’s not from here he wouldn’t be on the UK system anyway. We’ve put him on the British Missing Persons database now and as of four days ago there’s a hotline that’s been set up by the Daily Mail. You can imagine how useful some of the caller tip-offs are! But we’ve got to field everything they pass on to us, so it’s . . . Well, let’s just say we’re wading through a lot of stuff right now. Which I should probably be getting back to.’

He rises now with a sigh, all 6ft 4ins of him, and slides his notepad out of his uniform pocket. He scribbles something down on it, then, his eyes flicking up to mine, he leans over the desk and holds it out to me. A note. Like in school. I glance down at the scrap of paper. It’s a phone number. When I raise my gaze, he’s watching me. ‘My mobile,’ he says. And for a second, he’s right there, so close, towering over me, so close, in my personal space. I can smell him, the scent of rain and citrus fabric softener. Our fingers brush as I take the paper from him and I feel a jolt of longing surge right through me. Something I haven’t felt in a long time.

Oh, please, no.

His eyes hold mine. The piercing awareness that anything is possible. The awareness that if either of us made a move, something could happen. Something very exciting could happen.

He breaks the moment by nodding towards the note in my hand. ‘Just in case you need me to check anything out for you or if he starts talking,’ he says, holding my gaze again. ‘Just call me, Emma. If I can I’ll help out.’

And then out of the corner of my eye I see it. The soft glint of a wedding ring.

Oh.

‘Great. Thanks, Chris.’ I rise, business-like now, trying not to let the bizarre mix of arousal and disappointment I’m currently experiencing show. ‘I really appreciate you not mentioning . . . you know, about my name and everything. Oh, and thanks for this.’ I raise the scrap of paper he’s just handed me, for clearly only professional reasons.

He nods a quick goodbye and turns to leave. But to my surprise, he stops by the door and turns back. ‘You live in London, right?’

I nod.

‘So where are you staying while you’re up here?’

Something in my chest flutters ever so slightly. Even though it shouldn’t, and even though that makes me a terrible person.

‘They’ve put me in a house in the middle of the woods,’ I say jokingly. ‘Near Wells.’

‘But nowhere near Holt?’ he asks. He’s being protective. My chest flutters again. He watching me honestly, openly, like nobody has for such a long time. He’s worried I’m near Holt, close to where it happened.

And then another feeling I haven’t felt in years floods through me. Sadness. Deep, thick, suffocating sadness. For the first time since I’ve returned to my home town I feel the warning prickle of tears behind my eyes. I swallow awkwardly. ‘No, nowhere near Holt,’ I reply, by way of thanks. Thank you for caring. But I don’t think I can bear it.

Unsatisfied, he studies my face for a moment longer before nodding. ‘Good then.’

He turns to leave once more but swings back again, frowning. ‘Sod it, listen, Emma, it’d be nice to catch up, you know, if you get any time. I know you’ll be busy but—’ He points to the note I now realize I’m still gripping tightly in my hand. ‘—you’ve got my number. Lots of nice pubs in Wells. So . . .’

Oh God. He’s asking me out for a drink.

‘Right,’ I stall, unsure what to say. But then I say what I want to say . . . because life is short. And I am so lonely. ‘That’d be lovely.’


After he leaves I study the creased note. The solid scrawl and curl of his hand. Then I crumple it up and throw it in the bin next to the desk. After a few seconds I bend down to retrieve it, hastily smooth out its creases and tuck it safely away in my bag.

Seeing him is fine, I tell myself. You’ve been hiding from things for too long. You’re not a bad person, Emma. Just one drink – as old friends. It can’t hurt, can it?
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Day 8 – Facebook



Back at Cuckoo Lodge I pour myself a deep glass of red wine and kick off my shoes. On the drive back from the hospital I called Peter Chorley on the car speakerphone and told him about Chris. How Officer Poole was aware of my history here, who I was, but that it shouldn’t be a problem in terms of the case.

‘But will it be a problem for you, Emma?’ I’d registered the sliver of concern in his voice and found myself pausing slightly longer that I would have liked before replying.

‘No. It won’t be a problem, Peter.’ Because Chris is the least of my problems right now. I thought it but I didn’t say it. I didn’t mention who else knew my name today either.

‘And how did your initial assessment go?’ Peter had asked. I told him we’d had to postpone it due to the patient’s condition. A half-truth, but not a lie. He’d seemed disappointed but circumspect, ending the call with a rallying, ‘Ah, well, tomorrow is another day.’

I collapse into one of the deeply cushioned sofas and sip my wine, letting its heat warm me from inside. Alcohol-induced vasodilation. That’s its medical term. Sexy, like sinking into a hot bath. A lot has happened in a day, but aren’t first days always like that? Well, maybe not always like this.

Peter had promised me he’d be following up with the local police and ensuring they were all aware of the situation, of why my name was originally changed and the legal ramifications, and potential consequences, of disclosing that information.

It was bound to happen. I was bound to run into somebody I knew. I grew up here. I went to school here. It was inevitable I’d run into old faces. People I used to know, ghosts from the past I’ve tried to forget, because it’s not healthy living in the past. It robs you of a future. But for the next few weeks I’m going to have to do just that – live in the past.

So, I guess I had better prepare myself.

I lean across the sofa and pull my laptop over, flipping its lid open. If I’m really going to do this, be here, for the next few weeks then I had better arm myself for battle. Knowledge is power after all.

I type the word ‘Facebook’ into the empty search bar and it springs onto my screen. I don’t have a Facebook account, I never look at Facebook. Even at medical school when everyone was berating me for being either a Luddite or a hipster I continued to abstain because, if I’m honest, it scares me. My face out there connected and connected and connected until it all leads back to that one night. The night when my whole world was shattered and it was easier to just throw the whole thing in the trash than try to fix it.

But now I need to know what I’m up against. Who there is here that I might see, who I might run into, what might await me tomorrow. It can’t be a surprise if I see it coming. The screen in front of me asks if I would like to join Facebook. I would not like to join Facebook; but needs must, so, I take a gulp of wine, set down my glass and start to type in my personal information. Emma Lewis.

It’s funny how people can become living ghosts. A few years ago, I saw one of my old teachers on the underground. She didn’t recognize me, of course; she hadn’t seen me for over a decade. I wouldn’t have looked like the messy freckled girl she remembered. But the instant I saw her I was back there, I could feel her firm hand on my shoulder as she led me silently down the empty school corridors towards the headmistress’s office. She’d pulled me out of class, everyone else was still in theirs, and the usually noisy hallways were eerily hushed. That hand on my shoulder. That was the last time I saw her. The last time I would see any of them.

It’s hard when other people know all about the worst moments of your life. The headlines made sure of that.

I stare at my empty Facebook page and I think of the gold band on Chris’s finger today, of how I could have just asked about it but I hadn’t. I type ‘Chris Poole’ into the search box and hit return.

His page fills the screen, his handsome, grown-up face. He’s looking at someone slightly off-camera mid-laugh. He looks so happy I feel a stab of loneliness.

He’s thirty, same as me – well, three months older to be exact. He’s married. He’s been in the police force since he graduated from East Anglia University with a 2:1 in Geography ten years ago. There’s something about the course of Chris’s life that I find so reassuring in its clarity. If I were to make a real page of my own, it would not be quite so straightforward as his.

Impulsively, I open a tab and google his station. There are two other men and one woman listed on the local police website. The men are both sergeants and the woman a police constable just like Chris. She has a warm open face, her shiny brown hair pulled back securely in a low ponytail, she looks nice. I bet she and Chris get on. I don’t recognize her from school at all. I type her name into Facebook – ‘Beth Graceford’. Divorced, born in Falmouth, studied English at Falmouth University and worked for a publishing company in Falmouth. Interesting. I guess she needed a change. A big one. Good for her, I know from experience how hard that can be, upending your whole life and starting again somewhere new. And it explains why I don’t recognize her; she only transferred to Norfolk last year. I type in the two sergeants’ names: likewise both are not originally from the area. So far, so good.

I take another sip of my wine and think.

There’s something I’ve wanted to check, very badly, since I first logged on, but I’ve been trying with every ounce of my willpower to ignore the impulse.

I type in Chris’s name again. His page springs up again and this time I click on photos. I know she’ll be there.

I find her instantly, tall and pale and feline, her long red hair loose over one shoulder, striking against the white of her wedding gown. Her green eyes are ablaze with happiness and next to her, so close, his arm entwined with hers, stands Chris. He doesn’t look at the camera; his eyes are on her. I realize I’ve been holding my breath for a while. I let it out and tap on her photo tag: ‘Zara Poole’, Chris’s wife. I click on the link.

I recognize her from the hospital lobby this morning, she was talking to someone in the coffee shop queue, but I don’t recognize her from school so it comes as a shock to see she did actually go to Waltham House too. I try to remember redheads from back then, any girls who were that pretty. Surely that would have stuck in my head. Her bio tells me her maiden name was Zara Thompson. But then I see her school dates. She’s younger than us, by three years. She would have been thirteen when I left. That’s why I don’t remember her and it’s highly unlikely she’ll remember me. I click on her profile picture. Zara looks back at the photographer teasingly, invitingly, her lips parted ever so slightly, and I wonder if Chris took the photo. I catch myself wondering if they’re happy. Shit. This is not why I am on here.

I feel a tight gnaw of shame in my stomach. I definitely shouldn’t go for that drink with Chris.

I click out of Zara’s profile back to Chris’s, and then a strange thought strikes me. Is there a chance I could actually know my patient? Perhaps he did recognize me and, in the same way I couldn’t place Zara, perhaps I can’t recall him because he’s older than me. He wouldn’t have been a student at the school then but he could have been a teacher. Perfectly plausible. Although odd that no one else would recognize him from this area. I realize what I really need to do is get my hands on a list of everyone who was working at Waltham House in the years I was there. That would be a start. I could ask Chris. But then I might have to explain why I needed it. Or maybe, knowing Chris, I wouldn’t have to tell him, maybe he’d just trust me enough not to have to explain, if I said it was for the case. Which of course it would be. I grab my phone and tap out an impulsive message to him.

For the next two hours I keep searching, recalling and tapping in the names of everyone I can remember from those years, all those almost-forgotten children of my childhood.

Chris’s dad was chief inspector at Burham & Huntstanton Police Station. Local police. I should have known Chris would still be here; his family have and always would be local.

Our family, on the other hand, had no choice but to leave.

Then the thought occurs to me again: if my patient does know me, he knows about what happened. Could he be faking his symptoms to get me to come back here? The lure of intrigue. After all, a patient like this is the only reason I’d ever come back here. It’s a paranoid thought and I shut it down. A shiver runs through me and I pull the cashmere throw tighter around me as my thoughts continue to slip and slide over the idea. It would be hard for anyone to pull off what he’s doing alone, if they were faking, but perhaps he’s not doing this alone. I think I hear something in the darkness beyond the patio doors, but when I stand up to peer out I see only my own reflection in its black mirror.

I need to know if my patient is lying. I need to make sure I do my fMRI test as soon as possible. I need to know if this case is really fugue, if he really can’t remember who he is. Or if he’s doing something else entirely.
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Zara & Chris

Day 8 – Secrets and Lies



Zara is on her laptop, fingers clacking over keys, her legs curled gracefully underneath her on the sofa when Chris finally returns from the hospital. The winter sun is setting outside their Georgian windows, and she’s bathed in a soft peach and lilac glow.

They bought the house for its period features, the fireplaces, coving, big sash windows – if they couldn’t move to London, Zara had argued, then they’d get the best money could buy in Norfolk.

She looks up briefly from her screen as he wanders in. He watches her working, her eyes momentarily masked by a stray curtain of glossy red hair.

‘You’re back early,’ she says wryly. He’s not. Sarcasm plays across her screen-lit face. ‘So? How did it go?’

‘Yeah. Long day,’ he says, shrugging off his jacket, and perching on the edge of an armchair, lost in thought.

Today was supposed to be Chris’s day off. He’d been called in to pay a site visit to the hospital and have a conversation with the new doctor about the case. He hadn’t been too surprised to be called in, not since the hotline went up. Everyone had been working extra shifts since that had started. When he’d got to the station to change into his uniform he’d been roped into following up on a whole tsunami of hotline leads, none of which had amounted to anything.

Overnight, the well-intentioned hotline had turned into a complete free-for-all. People from all over the country calling in, with all kinds of bizarre sightings and tip-offs and they, Burham & Huntstanton station, had to follow up on nearly everything. Assess the information, grade it in order of relevance or urgency and flag it up if the lead looked promising. That’s a lot of paperwork.

When he’d finally headed over to the hospital it’d taken him a good half an hour to track down the new doctor. And she’d turned out to be Marni Beaufort.

He’d found her. Found her in the hospital canteen. After fourteen years.

Seeing her had been very confusing. And now he felt . . . weird. But kind of good weird. He couldn’t stop thinking about her. How she used to look playing lacrosse at school, her cheeks flushed in the cold, her mischievous grin, her freckles. The Beauforts had been rich back then, crazy rich. Before it all happened obviously. And all that wealth had somehow lent them this air, this healthy seductive glow. A calm and ease, like nothing was ever a struggle, even winning, which the Beauforts seemed to do a lot.

Zara looks up from her article and frowns. She’s pretty sure Chris didn’t hear what she just said.

She asks again. ‘How was it with the new doctor, honey?’

Chris’s attention snaps back to her, he gives a quick smile. ‘Yeah. Yeah it was good,’ he says, getting up and heading into the kitchen.

‘And . . . ?’ Zara probes further, following him into the kitchen, leaning against the door frame and watching as he stares unseeingly into the fridge.

‘And . . . er, and, yeah, she was nice.’ Chris realizes this line of questioning will not go away unaddressed. ‘Her name is Emma Lewis. Dr Lewis. She seemed nice. She’s from London. Seemed good at her job. The hospital says they’re lucky to get her. I told her I’d send her everything we have that could help. And that was it.’ He closes the fridge door empty-handed. He’s not exactly sure what he was looking for in there, but he didn’t find it.

‘Did she say what she thought it was?’ she presses. ‘What’s wrong with him?’

‘No. I didn’t ask. First day, isn’t it?’

‘And what’s the general mood at the station? Any leads? Is that why you’ve been so long?’

‘Just got dragged into all that hotline stuff as soon as I got there.’

‘But there must be some interesting stuff in all that, right?’

‘Yeah, interesting is definitely the word for it.’

Zara frowns. ‘If it’s that pointless can’t they get someone else working on it other than you guys?’

‘Not really, Zee. There’s never enough of us, even when nothing’s happening. We can outsource to other stations but that still means transferring information and making a bunch of outgoing calls for every incoming call we receive.’

‘Uh-huh.’ She nods and slides into the kitchen table bench. Chris can tell she’s desperate for information. She must have had a slow day. She leans forward on her hands in a parody of an attentive schoolgirl.

‘You know I can’t actually tell you any details, Zee. You know that.’

‘I’ll make it worth your while.’ She pouts provocatively.

‘Stop it.’

‘Can’t help it,’ she says, and changes tack. ‘Look, honeybun, I’m trying really hard, you know how hard I work, I’m trying to pip a lot of people to the post here. And this story is an absolute gift to me. Nothing happens here and then suddenly this happens right on our doorstep. I hate to bring it up again but we stayed here, Chris, we didn’t move to London, we stayed here and that’s all great, honey, but if this story can raise my profile then I can get a better job. A national paper. I wouldn’t have to move, we wouldn’t have to, I could write from here and just go in to the city once or twice a week. Writing for real, not just this local piecemeal shit I’m doing right now. So, please, Chrissy, throw me a fucking bone, okay? I’ll be good, I promise.’

Chris shakes his head slowly. ‘Unbelievable.’

‘I know, okay. Before you say it, I’ve heard it before, Chris, you’ll lose your job, blah, blah, blah, loss of trust. You won’t, Chris. You won’t lose your job. Police talk to the press all the time. That’s life. It’s not like I’m asking you for the nuclear codes or anything, I just want a vague update on what’s going on with this case. Something that I can package up nicely and sell to editors. I’m doing as much research and tracking on this as you are, honey. I’m on message boards all day, Twitter feeds, you name it. If we share information then surely everybody wins, right? What do you think?’

Chris sits down slowly opposite her, palms on the table, weighing up all she’s said. He does worry he’s held her back. That someday she’ll hate him for it. ‘Okay.’ He pauses, then lets out a low groan. ‘Something. Oh God, okay. This is what I can tell you. But don’t go crazy with this, You promise?’

He knows with absolute certainty that he can’t ever mention Marni. But he can give his wife something.

‘I promise.’ Zara purses her lips, trying to mask her moment of pure triumph.

‘Okay.’ Chris pauses, thinking it through one last time. It should be all right to tell her this. ‘The doctor they sent up today, Dr Lewis, she’s a specialist from London. She was hired by . . . well let’s put it this way, our orders at the station are now coming in from slightly higher up the food chain than before.’ Zara’s brow knits together. ‘It looks like the government have stepped in on this in some way,’ Chris clarifies. ‘They’re trying to keep everything locked down up here around this guy for some reason. And before you ask, I don’t know what the reason for that is. I have no idea.’

Zara nods thoughtfully.

Chris continues. ‘And this fucking hotline has completely swamped us, Zee, there’s too many calls to process. Too many leads. Ever since the story broke. We’ve got people calling saying he’s an illegal immigrant, people saying he’s their missing husband, or missing son, people saying he looks like an actor they recognize from TV, people saying they saw him in Scotland the day before – you name it, people are saying it.’ He stops, noticing Zara reach for her mobile phone. ‘So don’t write anything about the station, Zee. You can write about other stuff but not the station. We’re handling it.’

‘Sure, no problem. I’ll leave you guys out of it.’ She rises, leans over the table, and kisses his forehead in one quick motion. ‘Thank you, thank you, thank you. I love you,’ she singsongs as she dances back to her laptop.

Chris sighs. He lets his forehead rest flat on the table in front of him for a second. As she wanders back in he raises his head to look up at her.

‘And, Chris hun, you can’t say any more about this government thing, can you?’ she asks.

Chris lets out another groan.

‘No, okay, don’t worry,’ she adds hastily. ‘But this doctor. Who is she? I mean, has she done anything like this before? Has she worked for the government on anything else?’

Oh shit. Not Marni. He raises his head now. He thought if he gave Zara something to go on she’d be happy. ‘I don’t know,’ he replies. ‘I don’t know if she has. But I doubt it.’

Zara looks up sharply at this. ‘Why do you doubt it?’

‘I don’t know,’ Chris flounders. ‘I guess, she’s youngish. Well, about my age.’ Shit, he thinks. ‘And, I don’t know, she just seems . . . well, as in the dark about this as everyone else. From what I sensed . . . meeting her today.’

Chris is a bad liar, he knows this. Better to just avoid questions in the future, he thinks. Thankfully, Zara seems satisfied by his awful answer and wanders out of the kitchen. He lets the tension in his shoulders release and gently rests his head back down on the tabletop again.

He wonders if Emma has worked for the government before. Because it’s incredibly strange that they chose her for this job, considering her history up here. Whoever assigned her must have known what happened and surely they’d realize how much the press finding out about it would harm the investigation, wouldn’t they?

But the press won’t find out, he tells himself. He’ll make sure of that. But if someone else recognizes her, he wouldn’t be able to control that. Hell, he recognized her right away. But then he would, wouldn’t he? He’d spent the formative years of his life staring at her and her brother across classrooms and playing fields. Other people might not have looked so hard, they might not see Marni’s features hidden in Emma’s adult face. There’s no way Zara will see it. Emma Lewis doesn’t look anything like Marni Beaufort, that’s for sure, not anymore.


Later that night while Chris is brushing his teeth in the bathroom his mobile phone receives a text message. Zara leans across the bed and checks it. There’s no name for this contact on his phone, just a number she doesn’t recognize.


Sorry to text so late. Would it be possible to get a list of past employees at Waltham House? I can’t say why just yet but I think it might be helpful. Also, might have to raincheck that drink. Snowed under, pun intended. Emma x



Zara stares at the words intently, as all the possible permeations of what they could mean blow like a forest fire through her mind. Leaving sadness in their wake.

The sounds of Chris pottering in the bathroom drift in to her. She opens her mouth to call to him, so he can explain, tell her it’s all a misunderstanding, she’s got the wrong end of the stick, but she stops herself. Better to wait and see, she reasons. After all, if she asks him now he might lie and she’s not sure she could handle that. And after a moment that seems to stretch back through their entire lives together, Zara places Chris’s phone back down where she found it. She wriggles quietly down into the soft comforting cotton of their bed and reaches up to turn out her bedside light.
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Dr Emma Lewis

Day 9 – The Night it Happened



Chris didn’t text me back, but that doesn’t mean anything, does it? He was probably already asleep. Lucky sod. I look down at my mobile on the bench next to me. The clock reads 02:00.

I can’t sleep. Guilt and too many thoughts, too many feelings are flowing through me. And I’ve only been back one day.

I sip my tea and look up at the stars. I’ve come out again for fresh air. I thought about jumping in the car and driving all the way to a petrol garage to buy a pack of cigarettes but I made a steamy mug of tea instead and came out here to clear my head. It’s not as scary out here as it was before. The darkness is somehow comforting.

Looking up past the trees I can see the glittering arch of the Milky Way carving across the night sky. It’s beautiful, but everything here reminds me of the past, of what happened especially this sky. I’m so tired of trying not to think about it.


It was Bonfire Night. Fourteen years ago. Most years we’d spend it at home, we’d help Dad light our own bonfire in the top field, piling on dried leaves and fallen branches, cardboard and old papers. Dad would set up elaborate firework displays while we fetched him coffee to keep warm. Sometimes a school friend could come over, one of Joe’s or mine. Sometimes some of Mum and Dad’s friends came over. They’d drink Glüwein and chat with our parents as they perched where they could, blankets on knees. The garden would be rigged with Catherine wheels, thin roman candles, and tightly packed rockets dotted around the lawn ready to be lit. Joe and I would have hot chocolate with tiny little marshmallows melting into gloop on its surface and chase each other around with sparklers, carving our names in light into the air. But we didn’t do that this year, we went somewhere new, which should have raised some red flags at the time but it didn’t. That night we headed to the county fireworks display at Holkham Park.

We all piled into the Range Rover and Dad drove us out there, the red taillights ahead of us building as we headed towards Holkham. When we got to the gravel car park, we joined the bustling throngs of families carrying rugs and hampers as they poured into the parkland, walking the chalkstone track towards the distant lights of the event.

It was freezing that November. We’d wrapped up warm, hats, scarves, shakeable pocket warmers; Mum covered every eventuality. The green was skirted by a temporary village of stalls offering refreshments and early Christmas gifts. Mum trekked off across the half-light of the field and brought us back a steaming jacket potato each, filled with beans and butter and melting cheese, which we scooped greedily into our mouths with plastic spoons, the foil hot in our gloved hands as we made our way on to the main event.

In the distance we could see its peaks burning, past the stalls and over the treetops, the spires of it roaring into the night sky, the bonfire. The biggest I’d ever seen, constructed in the centre of flat parkland, towering over the surrounding landscape. The crowd was more thickly packed here, a looping semicircle around the enormous flaming pyre. The low hum of happy chat, as everyone stood and watched, bursts of laughter, cheers as a log or some other structure within the flames crumbled in a sudden burst of sparks, the occasional whistle and wave to straggling family members.

We stood pressed close to each other, the four of us. The smell of Mum’s perfume, Dad’s jacket. The orange glow of the burning mound playing across faces, its warmth bathing us.

Dad broke out the sparklers, other families around us shrieking and laughing as they used theirs. I remember him fumbling through his pockets to find the clear blue lighter Mum usually used for the kitchen candle. But after a while he decided he must have left it on the counter at home. Little things like that stick in my mind, the clues he left me sprinkled throughout the night.

Dad asked another man if we could borrow matches and he lit our sparklers with them. I remember looking down at the sparkler in my hand, its sharp white petals flashing in and out between my fingers. Shapes drawn in the air. An afterglow on the eyes. The scent of chestnuts and fire. I burned my fingers holding the stick too long and Joe told me I was stupid not to have dropped it sooner. Mum brought us four bright red toffee apples, the coating thin enough to crack straight through in a bite, the apple beneath dense with sugar.

A full orchestra played that night, gargantuan Gothic symphonies and soft dreamscape concertos as we watched crates, logs, leaves, old furniture and other detritus burst into flames, becoming beautiful again.

We stood and watched it all burn, from the red ember at its centre, up into the crisscross maze at its heart to the pale cream of the cresting flames lapping the black night. And in the sky above, flecks of bright burning gold breaking free and floating. And, higher still above that, the stars, the whole glittering firmament. So many stars.

The music swelled and then the firework display began.

The first crack and flash of pure white light shot straight up into the chilly winter air; an explosion of diamond dust.

And then colour after colour, faster and brighter and louder until the whole sky was lit with pulsing, flashing, magic. Then, as swiftly as it started, it was gone.

The night sky empty but for the afterimage on our eyes and the ghost of smoke in the wind.


I stare into the starlit sky above Cuckoo Lodge and I close my eyes. Such a beautiful night. I try not to feel guilty for what happened next. It wasn’t my fault. Not really. But that was the last night any of us saw him. When I open my eyes, I brush the warm roll of tears away.

My phone bursts to life next to me, the ringtone loud and alien in the dark. I fumble for it. Why would someone be calling me at two in the morning? I wonder if it’s Chris, calling about Waltham House. Or if it’s Peter and the story of who I am has leaked already.

‘Hello there, is that Dr Lewis?’ It’s a man’s voice, businesslike, professional.

‘Yes. Who’s calling?’

‘I’m calling from Princess Margaret’s. I’m one of the night nurses on the psych ward. Listen, I’m really sorry to call at this hour but it says in the patient notes to call you immediately if there is any change—’

I sit forward on the bench. ‘What’s happened?’

‘Well, I thought you’d want to know that the patient has started talking.’

I freeze. He knows who I am and he’s started talking.

‘What did he say?’ I ask.

‘It doesn’t make a lot of sense to me, to be honest. But when I went in to do checks about half an hour ago the patient was sitting up in bed reading and I said, “How are we doing tonight?” or something like that, you know just to be polite. I knew he wasn’t talking but then he did. He looked up and said, “I’m fine, thank you.” Just like that. And then I asked if he needed anything and he said he’d like to speak to Dr Lewis. And then he said to tell you that he’s sorry you burnt your fingers that night.’

My heart leaps into my throat. My mind races until I suddenly decide that I just must have heard him wrong.

‘Sorry. What did you say?’ I hear the wobble in my voice.

‘I know, sorry, I have no idea what that means either—’

‘No, say it again. What he said,’ I bark.

‘Er, okay,’ he continues, cowed. ‘His exact words were “tell Doctor Lewis I’m ready to talk to her. Tell her I’m sorry she burnt her fingers that night”, and that was it really.’ He tails off, fearful of further admonishment.

I stare out into the shadows beyond the garden, the suffocating darkness of the wood, my breath shallow.

He knows things about me. Just like Rhoda said.

But he couldn’t have been there that night. He’s sorry I burnt my fingers. How could he know something so intimate, something so slight, unless he had been there? And if he knows that, what else does he know? And more importantly, what else is he saying at the hospital right now? He’s calling me Dr Lewis now but he knows my name was Marni.

‘Hello? Doctor?’ The voice on the line drags me back.

‘Yes, sorry. I’ll be there in—’ I shoot up from the bench and look over the low fence to the frosted windscreen of my car and then down at my sleepwear and socks. ‘I’ll be there as soon as I can. Just tell him I’m on my way.’
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Dr Emma Lewis

Day 9 – What’s My Name?



When I enter the room he’s talking, a few nurses and care assistants clustered around him. His voice is low and calm but I can already make out a British accent. Not Ukrainian, not Syrian, not any of the other heavily accented dialects that the papers had been so eager to hear him speak. He’s just plain old English.

He falls silent when he sees me enter and heads turn in my direction. Their expressions are inscrutable. It’s impossible to know what he’s told them, what he’s already said, if he’s mentioned me. I search their faces for clues.

He’s looking at me as if I’m an old friend he hasn’t seen in years, as if we know each other so well.

‘Marni?’ he asks simply. It’s unmistakeable in his tone. He knows me.

My glare rakes across the group and their stares scatter like pigeons. I need to say something, I know, and I need to say the right thing.

‘My name is Dr Lewis. I’m the specialist handling your case. We saw each other very briefly yesterday. Do you remember?’

I feel bad disregarding his clear recognition of who I am, but we will get to that in good time, preferably alone.

‘What should I call you? Is Matthew all right?’

I’ve confused him. He blinks. ‘Matthew’s not my real name. You know that, don’t you?’ he asks.

‘Yes, I know. Do you remember your real name?’

He looks hurt for a second and I wonder if I’m being too cold, too distant to this person who so very clearly knows me.

‘I can’t remember my name, no.’ He shakes his head.

‘Would you like us to stop using the name Matthew? Is there another you’d prefer?’ I ask, my tone gentler now.

‘No.’

‘Okay.’ I make a decision. ‘Would everyone mind stepping out and giving us the room, please? I’m sure you’ve all got other patients to see to.’ There are looks of disappointment but the room quickly clears.

‘Marni?’ he says again. He’s studying my face intently, he seems less sure this time; this time it really is a question.

‘Why do you keep using that name, Matthew?’

‘Because it’s your name. I can’t remember mine but I can remember yours.’

No shit.

‘How do you know that name, Matthew?’ I hold his gaze. If this is some kind of game of chicken I want him to know I’m up for the challenge.

‘I don’t know. I just do.’ He sounds confused. Peter was right. If this guy is faking he’s the best I’ve ever seen.

‘What else do you know? Do you remember anything else?’ I make my way over to his bed and sit beside him.

‘Only glimmers. Running through a wood at night.’ The memory seems to cause him concern because his face darkens. ‘I don’t know if I’m chasing or being chased.’ He looks at me for some kind of reassurance but I have none to give him.

‘Are you scared in the memory?’ I ask.

‘No, not in the memory itself but when I recall it it scares me.’

‘Do you think this memory explains how you ended up on the beach eight days ago?’

‘I don’t think so . . .’ He hesitates. ‘This memory is old. Maybe years ago. It was at night. There was someone there with me. Something went wrong.’ He closes his eyes sharply as if to block a thought. I notice his fingers start to tremble in his lap.

‘It’s okay, Matthew.’ I move to him and place a gentle hand on his shoulder. He lets me and I feel the warmth of his skin through his cotton T-shirt. ‘We don’t need to go back over it right now. Why don’t you tell me about something else? What other things do you remember?’

He looks up reluctantly; there are dark circles under his eyes. ‘Little things,’ he answers. ‘About people, the people here. I seem to remember these strange things about them. Or rather I know them. What makes them tick, things that have happened to them, things I shouldn’t know, but somehow, I do. How could that be?’ He asks in such a reasonable way that I almost try to answer but I stop myself. I shake my head instead.

‘What kind of things do you know about people, Matthew?’ I ask calmly, trying to keep my desperate need to know at bay.

‘About you, you mean? What do I know about you?’

It’s like he can see right through me. He’s smart and yet there doesn’t seem to be any edge to what he says. How does he know my name? How does he know what happened that night? My heartbeat is so loud it’s hard to think. Was he there? Could this be him, somehow?

‘If you like.’ I manage to keep my voice steady, professional.

He raises a hand tentatively towards mine, his touch light and warm. He turns my palm and studies my fingertips. I realize what he’s looking for and my breath catches in my throat. He finds it. The tiny dashes of white. The almost invisible scars on the side of my two fingers and thumb. The little burn mark I’ve had since that last Bonfire Night. His thumb gently brushes the mark and his gaze finds mine.

Yes, he knows what happened that night.

It’s a crazy thought but it hits me so hard a wave of emotion rolls up from inside me. He looks sorry. Sorry for what happened. I break his gaze and gently pull back my hand.

‘I asked your name earlier,’ he says. ‘It’s not Marni anymore? They told me it was Emma Lewis. Why did you change it? Was it because of me?’

I inhale deeply to mask the shudder I feel run through me. But I can’t escape the fact that he really does remind me of someone. There’s just something about him, I can’t quite place my finger on it yet. I know it can’t be him; he died fourteen years ago. ‘Why would that be because of you? Who is it that you think you are, Matthew?’

‘I don’t know yet. I just have this awful feeling that I did something. To you. Did I do something terrible to you?’

I suddenly feel sick. I look at his face, it’s ridiculous to think it. This isn’t him. He looks nothing like him and besides I saw the body. This must be some kind of sick joke. But Matthew doesn’t look like he’s joking. His eyes are earnest, a frown forming between his eyebrows. He’s worried by my silence.

But I’m genuinely lost for words. This is not a normal situation. I have no framework for this. A sudden instinct flares inside me: he could be dangerous, he could be here to hurt me. This can’t be the person I think he is, but he could be someone who knew him. Someone with a reason to come back. I remember what happened the last time I was here – before we left and tried to reinvent our lives – the very real death threats, the vile letters in the post, the terrifying phone calls. Anger and poisonous hate after what happened. People wanted revenge. Perhaps someone still does?

Matthew watches me from the bed, his handsome face concerned. He certainly doesn’t look angry, he looks sad.

In a way isn’t that exactly what he would look like if he came back?

Don’t be ridiculous, Emma, people don’t come back. Of course it’s not him, he’s gone. He’s dead.

No, I do not know this man, he’s a stranger. He’s obviously overheard some things about me in the hospital and internalized the story. Memory-loss patients will cling to anything that fills the gaps, often they don’t even know where they’ve picked things up from.

It happens all the time. There was a famous psychological experiment done in the 1990s, the ‘lost in the mall experiment’, where members of a family were reminded about four episodes that happened in their childhoods. Unbeknownst to them, one of the stories, about being lost in a mall, was entirely fabricated. They were then each asked to recall the details of what had happened to them in each of their four stories. The subjects of the test all ended up clearly recalling being lost in a mall, although the story had never actually happened to them. Each remembered something that never happened – and each had no idea he or she was doing it. We plant our own false memories and we don’t even know we’re doing it.

Matthew must have heard someone say my old name here, heard the story and unconsciously processed it. That would explain it.

However, that does mean that someone here in the hospital knows that I am Marni Beaufort. And the only way they could have known that I was coming back here was if they’d been keeping an eye on me. I study Matthew’s features. Could he have been the one keeping an eye on me? There’s one clear way to find out if he’s lying.

‘Matthew, would you agree to undergo an fMRI test tomorrow? It’s relatively straightforward. It would involve us scanning your brain while I go over some of your memories with you. Do you think you’d be okay to try that with me?’

He scowls and adjusts his blankets. ‘What is it for?’

I think about equivocating but decide instead to show him my cards. ‘The test will tell us if you’re lying. What you’re suffering from – dissociative fugue – is extremely rare, but very easy to prove, or disprove, and I’d like to do that. It will show us if you can remember, or not, and to what extent.’ Now it’s his turn to show me his cards.

He doesn’t hesitate. ‘I think that would be a very good idea, Dr Lewis.’

I pause for a second before nodding. That wasn’t exactly how I thought that would go. He one hundred per cent believes everything he’s saying.

He honestly thinks he knows me. The itch to know more is no longer bearable. ‘Matthew, what did you mean when you asked me if I had changed my name because of you?’

Panic flares in his eyes, then fades. ‘I don’t know what I did exactly, but I know it was bad. I have these feelings, these awful feelings, they keep bubbling up inside me.’ He looks down at his hands clasped tight in his lap, as if he were praying. ‘I wish I could remember what happened, but I can’t, and . . . and maybe that’s for the best, you know?’ He looks up at me. ‘I didn’t mean to hurt you. Any of you. But I knew I had to find you.’

‘You had to find me? Have you been looking for me, Matthew?’

‘I must have been looking for you. I think that’s why I ended up on that beach. I know it seems strange but I knew you’d come and find me if I waited. How could I know that?’

‘I don’t know,’ I answer honestly.

‘Do you recognize me, Emma? Honestly?’

I feel a tug in my chest and I hesitate, unsure of how to answer. I don’t recognize him and yet he does remind me of someone so strongly. ‘Why do you think you were trying to find me?’ I ask instead.

He shakes his head. ‘Because—’ He sighs heavily and takes a ragged breath. ‘Because I put the flame out, honey.’

His words slam into me, a full-body hit, knocking the air right out of me. Oh God it is him. I feel a rush of nausea – I’m going to be sick.

‘And I want you to know that I’m sorry, Marn. I’m so sorry.’

I don’t stop to think, I stand and leave the room. It’s only as I start to run, shoes squeaking down the empty hospital corridor, body shaking, that the vomit comes.
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Dr Emma Lewis

Day 9 – fMRI



It starts to snow on my morning run. Great, soft clumps drift down through the gaps in the forest canopy as I follow the track that leads away from the lodge.

I only got back from the hospital at around 4am this morning so decided to give myself at least five hours’ sleep. I’ll go in later. Matthew needs time to rest before we do his fMRI scan anyway. I’ll head in after my run but right now I need time to process exactly what happened last night.

After bolting from his room I managed to pull myself together in the staff locker room, thankfully before anyone saw me. Back in my office I shot off an email to Nick Dunning, asking him to move around some appointments and fit us into radiology for an fMRI today. When I woke Nick had replied, telling me he’d booked the fMRI in for this afternoon, which is ideal. It gives me enough time to source some prompt images and questions for the test.

I let ideas flash through my brain as I run, my trainers crunching over frozen leaves and hardened mud while the snow floats sleepily down around me and settles. Today I need to distance myself from the patient, I need to put my messy life to one side to diagnose him. While he may remind me of someone long gone I do not know this man. And I must remember that no matter what he says he does not know me. I need to keep that foremost in my mind, whatever happens today. God knows how he knows the things he’s been saying but there will be a logical explanation, and I need to stay far enough away from the subject matter to find that reason.

Back at the lodge I knock the snow off my shoes and plonk them down by the still-glowing fire. I slept on the living-room sofa when I got back last night, rumpled blankets and pillows evidence of my stay. Order slowly breaking down.

When I get to the hospital I tell the nursing team to prep Matthew and have him sent up to Radiology. I head to my office and email the questions and photos I’ll need for the test over to the Radiology Department as well. Only then do I pick up the phone and call Peter.

‘He’s talking, Peter.’

‘Emma.’ There’s a pause on his end before he speaks again. ‘Well, that’s fantastic. And what’s he saying exactly? Anything helpful?’

I think carefully before I speak; how much should I tell Peter? ‘He doesn’t know his name or who he is. At least that seems to be the impression. You were right, the symptoms seem real. I’ve ordered an fMRI scan to verify the amnesia and the extent, if there is any.’

‘Good. And he consented to that?’

‘Yes, instantly. It was . . . unusual.’

‘Interesting.’ He hesitates. ‘Look, Emma, I think in this particular case it might be worth conducting the scan on your own. Just in case anything sensitive should come up . . . that we aren’t expecting. Perhaps once you’re set up, best to have anyone else leave the room.’ He lets the idea hang there for a moment.

My stomach tightens. Is he worried Matthew might reveal who I am?

‘Sorry, in case what comes up, Peter?’

He chooses his words carefully. ‘I know you’ve signed an NDA but, of course, we can’t have everyone at Princess Margaret’s signing one. I mentioned before, there are . . . concerns relating to the patient’s identity.’

His evasiveness annoys me. ‘Tell me what the concerns are, Peter. If I’m going to lock myself in a room with him, I think I deserve to know.’

‘Uh, well . . . Yes, I suppose if you put it like that. There is a concern from the Ministry of Defence that the patient may be military, a missing person. Obviously, it’s not ideal that this is only coming to light now, but there we go. There are some conversations going on re jurisdiction – nothing to be concerned about just yet.’

What the hell does the Ministry of Defence know about Matthew? ‘Peter, what makes them think he’s military? What’s informed that conclusion?’ I hear the sharpness of my tone.

‘I’m afraid I’m not privy to that just yet, Emma. If it becomes . . . relevant, then I’m sure we’ll be informed.’

‘Peter, come on, am I at any risk here? From my patient? I need to know. Do the MOD think he’s dangerous?’

There’s a silence on the line. Which isn’t comforting at all. I suddenly feel so far outside my comfort zone that I almost consider just hanging up. But Peter’s voice cuts in just in time. ‘No. No, I don’t think it’s that sort of situation, Emma. I certainly don’t believe so, that hasn’t been mentioned by anyone at this stage. I’m confident we would have been forewarned if it was anything like that. But of course, I would say use your own best judgement on this, Dr Lewis.’

Wow. Thanks, Peter.


When I reach radiology, Matthew is already safely in position on the MRI tray bed, his head strapped inside the plastic head frame, his face hidden from sight. Rhoda is leaning over him explaining the procedure. She looks up when I enter and rests Matthew’s hand back down onto the bed.

‘Rhoda, I’m going to need the room to myself once we get started. No other staff members present. Are you okay with that?’

She looks surprised but eager to assist. ‘If that’s what you need then I can definitely do that, yes, doctor.’

‘Great. I’ve already spoken with the radiologist so it will just be Matthew and me. I think the more straightforward we keep this for him the better.’

‘Of course.’ She nods and turns back towards the man on the bed. ‘I’ll get him in and ready and then just let me know and I’ll slip out.’


Once Matthew is safely inside the machine Rhoda makes her way out of the room with a smile. I seal the ward doors behind her and slip into the control room engaging the magnetic shield door behind me, sealing Matthew in the MRI room. I find my seat at the control room console and through the thick glass that separates me from Matthew I watch the MRI bed’s smooth motion into the machine. I lean forward and turn on the mic in front of me.

‘Matthew, it’s Doctor Lewis. Can you hear me?’

I watch his face spring to life on the video screen as my voice comes through his headphones. He opens his mouth to answer.

‘I won’t be able to hear you, Matthew, so try not to speak, just use the keyboard Rhoda gave you to answer. Press either yes or no. You’ll see the questions on the screen above you and you’ll just need to answer yes or no. Rhoda should have given you an emergency squeeze ball as well. I want you to squeeze that as hard as you can if you start to feel concerned in any way or if you need us to stop, okay?’

I watch the screen. He taps yes.

‘Good, that’s great, Matthew. Now basically, this is how it works. The fMRI will show me the areas of your brain that receive the most oxygenated blood when you perform a task or when you respond to any stimuli. Those will be the areas you’re using to perform whatever function we’re testing. We’re going to start by taking a basic structural scan, so just relax and try not to move. The banging noises are the pictures being taken so don’t worry when you hear them. Now, it’s very important you don’t move during the scan or the image will be blurry.’

He taps again: Yes.

‘Excellent. You won’t hear my voice for about eight minutes while the scan is underway, okay?’

He squeezes his eyes together briefly. Yes.

‘Okay, here we go.’ I turn off my mic and initiate the structural scan. I watch his face on the screen as the fMRI pounds noisily to life and the first images of his brain begin to take shape on the next monitor.

He looks calm in spite of the overwhelming intensity of the machine thundering around him and I wonder if what Peter hinted at could be true, if he has some kind of military training. I’ve known the sounds and confinement inside those fMRI units to make the manliest of men uneasy, but not Matthew, he looks perfectly at ease. I lean forward and quickly jot down a final question for the scan. It can’t hurt.

The screen flashes. I turn on the mic again.

‘That was great, Matthew. Nice clear images. Now we’re going to dive right into the next couple of tests, if that’s okay?’

I watch his face on the screen. He smiles and taps. Yes.

‘I need you to perform an action in this test. I want you to tap each finger in turn on the thumb of your right hand and just keep doing that until the screen above you says stop.’

Yes.

We steam through the basic brain activation tests: motor function, sound processing, visual processing and then we get to the meat of the scan.

‘Okay, Matthew. Now I’m going to show you some images on the screen. I just want you to think about what you see, how the images make you feel and what they remind you of. You don’t need to direct your thoughts in any particular way. It will all just happen naturally, so just relax.’

Yes.

‘Then, if you’re okay with that, we’ll go straight into the question portion of the scan. A question will show on your screen. All you’ll need to do is choose a simple yes or no answer.’

He pauses a second before tapping. Yes.

‘You’re doing great, Matthew. Don’t worry about a thing.’

He smiles and I click off the mic.


I set up the photo sequence and press start.

A photograph of an empty beach.

His eyes flick fast over the image, pupils dilating fractionally, he inhales sharply.

I watch the fMRI light up. His cortex now aglow, pulsing, as it processes the image. Then his amygdala, the fight-or-flight centre, blazes, processing his emotional response to the stimuli. Immediately followed by a flare in his hippocampus – relevant memories are being sourced. Memory Retrieval 101.

Matthew remembers being on the beach. But then we knew that, didn’t we?

I check the video link; he’s very pale. I check his vital signs: his pulse is slightly raised. To be expected, the last time he was on a beach must have been absolutely terrifying.

Now to test whether his memories go any further back than that day on the beach.

I flick to the next photo in the sequence.

A stock family photo, a young couple each holding a child in their arms.

I watch the fMRI images as they register. Cortex, only a dim glow from the amygdala and nothing from the hippocampus. Interesting. Either Matthew can’t remember having a wife and child or he’s never had either.

I flick to the next picture.

Another family photo this time from the 1980s, a couple in their forties with a seven-year-old son, it’s more formal in style.

I’ve chosen a stock image from the 1980s so it will resonate more with Matthew’s memories of being a boy, and potential memories of his own parents, if he can access them.

I watch the fMRI screen. Visual cortex glows, and then the amygdala leaps to life a burst of brain activity blazing on the screen. An extremely strong emotional reaction to the idea of parents or childhood. But as I study the dark mass of the hippocampus, there is nothing. Nothing. He has no memories of a family. I realized I’m holding my breath. I double check the screen. No, there is no activation.

He really can’t remember.

A fizz of excitement thrills through me. Matthew might be the first fully verifiable case of fugue.

In spite of everything that’s happened over the last two days I feel a bright burst of joy inside. I can’t help but smile to myself. Buoyed I flick to the final image.

A thick green forest fills the screen.

I watch his face on the screen, his pupils widening as he makes sense of it. Last night Matthew mentioned having one clear memory, of being in a wood.

I look to the fMRI screen. His visual cortex activates, but his amygdala is strangely subdued, given how he spoke about the memory. I study the screen and then a sudden flash, an intense burst of activation in the hippocampus. A flash of memory. I jolt forward, leaning closer to the screen, and a constellation of areas in the cerebral cortex glow in answer to the initial flash. I’ve never seen anything like it, such a localized and specific reaction. I glance at his amygdala again. There’s hardly any emotional engagement. No emotional connection to these memories. My focus is pulled by a sudden low beeping below the screen.

The lower screen is flashing – Matthew’s heartrate has soared well above the recommended level. I hover my hand above the fMRI’s emergency stop button and turn to check on his face on the video screen. Then I pull back my hand in surprise. Matthew’s face is utterly calm. His breathing is normal. I check the readouts again. His heart is pounding. He should be hyperventilating, but none of it is visible. The bright areas of his brain’s centre for self-control, the Dorsolateral prefrontal cortex, are glowing with vivid intensity. Somehow he’s masking it, suppressing it, he’s using his self control.

Incredible self-control.

I click off the last photo and reset the system, taking a second to shake off the oddness of what just occurred. I let his heartrate settle.

We need clear readings for the next portion of the test. The most important portion.

After a moment I turn on my mic again. ‘Matthew, are you okay to continue?’

Yes.

I check his vitals and everything has made its way back to the appropriate levels. I guess we’re safe to move on.

I bring up the Q&A intro screen, explaining that I will not speak but he should respond to the text on the screen by pushing either Yes or No on his keypad.

Yes.

I start the sequence.


WERE YOU FOUND ON A BEACH?



Yes. His hippocampus activates briefly the same as before.


DO YOU KNOW YOUR NAME?



Matthew pauses for a microsecond, then taps No. His hippocampus does not activate although his amygdala flares and his heartrate spikes.


DO YOU KNOW WHAT HAPPENED TO YOU BEFORE YOU FOUND YOURSELF ON THE BEACH?



Matthew closes his eyes. No. No activation in the hippocampus, only amygdala and Dorsolateral. That’s fascinating – self-control again.

I pause, finger poised over the final question in the sequence. His pulse is high but not above recommended levels. I click the next question. There’s no simpler way to find out if we’re dealing with a dangerous man, someone who the military might be concerned about misplacing.


HAVE YOU KILLED?



He looks directly up at the screen, his pupils contracting, as if he can see right through the camera to me. He seems to hold my gaze, unflinching and steady. On the fMRI his Dorsolateral glows white hot, over-shadowing everything else. There’s that self-control again. The beeping starts once more on the screen below, and I tear my eyes away from his.

His heartrate is way too high: tachycardic.

I hit the emergency stop button on the fMRI machine and jump up to release the control room shield door. I heave it open and race into the scanning room slamming my palm into the bed release mechanism on the side of the machine. The hydraulic system kicks in and the bed glides out achingly slowly from the bulk of the fMRI. I see him now, he’s gasping for breath, head still lodged in the head brace, hands fumbling with its clasps. I run to him and swiftly unhook the fastenings.

‘Matthew, are you all right? Can you hear me?’

He clutches at his chest now, desperate, deep in the throes of a panic attack. He can’t breathe. My eyes swing to the readout next to him, his blood oxygen is lethally low at fifty. I look around the room but there is no one here to assist me. Damn it. I smash my hand into the emergency call buzzer and grab an fMRI safe oxygen tank, wheeling it quickly to the bed. I push the head brace away, and twisting the tank valve I slide the mask safely over his face, before I kick off my shoes and scramble up behind Matthew on the bed. I pull him back towards me, cradling him, his head and shoulders resting against my chest, my legs crossed in front of me. It’s not flattering but I’ve got him. I slide one arm under his shoulder and brace him. I need to calm him, to get him to slow his breathing. I need to lower his ludicrously high heartrate. He needs to breathe.

I hold him tight. ‘Shh, shh, Matthew. It’s okay,’ I soothe but he struggles against me, wheezing and fighting for breath. ‘It’s okay, Matthew, you just need to calm down, breathe slow. Everything is fine. Just breathe.’ He loosens back into me, his breath still snatching noisily in his throat. But at least he’s listening to my voice. ‘That’s it, Matthew. Good. Now nice and slow. In through your nose, out through your mouth. Good. That’s perfect. Everything is going to be okay, Matthew.’ He takes a noisy breath in through his nose, and lets it out audibly through his mouth.

‘Good. That’s good. I’m right here. Everything is fine. I promise you.’ I feel the weight of him against me, his fear, his trust, his vulnerability.

There wasn’t time to get a fMRI reading on that final question. Have you killed? But, in a way, what just happened might be answer enough.
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Dr Emma Lewis

Day 10 – A Visit From Joe



Matthew is recovering on the ward. It’s Friday, so a tentative day off, to the extent that a doctor on-call can ever really have a day off.

When I open the front door of the lodge, I find that everything is smothered in thick white. There must have been another flurry of snow overnight. The forest branches bend low with sparkling weight, while the garden, bench and long lane all the way to the road glitter brilliantly in the sharp winter sunlight.

I zip up my down jacket to my chin, pat my pocket to feel for the plastic lump of my hospital pager and scrunch briskly out across the snow to my car. I’m heading to the train station to pick Joe up.

I texted him late last night and like the hero that he is he texted back that he’d drop everything and come first thing. I need someone to talk to, some perspective, just for a day. He can’t stay the night, as Rachel’s working tonight and can’t watch Chloe, but at least I’ll have a few hours’ company.

I drive through a fresh winter wonderland, the radio playing in my car the only sound in the muffled white. After everything bad that happened to me it’s still impossibly beautiful, this place. Thankfully it turns out they do salt the main roads, even this far out of town, but as I turn off onto the rural station lane I see the council budget obviously doesn’t stretch this far. When I reach the station entrance Joe’s waiting, ankle deep in snow, beaming from ear to ear, the only one on the platform.

He pulls me into a hug as soon as he jumps into the car. He holds me tight for a long time, my left leg jamming hard against the hand brake, but I don’t pull away, I need his love.

‘There you are,’ he says.

‘Here I am,’ I agree, head buried in his jacket, safe for a second.

I suggest we head back to Cuckoo Lodge and have some hot chocolate before we head out for a cold walk along the beach. Joe’s already wrapped up warm in a Barbour and wellies but I need to grab some boots.

Joe keeps the conversation ticking over on the short drive, diplomatically sensing I’m not quite ready to talk about anything more serious just yet. He tells me Mum’s fine with me being here, whatever I need to do for myself I should do, she says. He tells me about his little Chloe and her new obsession with his briefcase. I’m glad of the distraction. I need to clear my head and reset my bearings before I can talk to someone else about what’s happening here. I knew I needed Joe.

I sense him tense slightly when we pass a sign for Burnham Market, at least twenty miles from Holt and our old house. No one else but me would notice but the story he’s telling me about Chloe gets a little louder, a little funnier.

He hasn’t been back here either since it happened. I’ve forced him back. He’s here for me. I glance across at his face as he talks, and I wonder how he stayed so well adjusted, so sane. So lovely. With his job and his wife and his gorgeous baby girl? I’m not jealous, I’m amazed, and incredibly grateful to have someone like him in my life.

As I head down the drive leading to Cuckoo Lodge, Joe gives a low whistle of appreciation. I feel an odd sense of pride. The house is beautiful, especially in the snow, and as an architect, its beauty isn’t wasted on Joe.

‘Oh, sweet Jesus,’ he murmurs. ‘This is where they put you? This is part of the Holkham estate, right?’

‘I don’t know, is it? It’s definitely Victorian.’

‘Yeah, no shit, Sherlock.’

I laugh and he leans forward to study the chimneys, the cornicing, through the windscreen.

‘You like?’ I tease.


I make us our hot chocolate and we carry them out into the back garden with some blankets so we can enjoy the winter sun on our faces.

And almost immediately Joe broaches the subject we’ve both been evading. ‘So, shouldn’t you be at work? Isn’t that what they’re paying you for?’ He smiles and sips his chocolate.

‘I thought you were supposed to be encouraging me to work less!’ I say with a surprised laugh, but inside I feel a sharp pang of guilt. My patient is still ill, I could be doing something, but instead of working I am here. I know I can’t work seven days a week but time off always make me uneasy. ‘There’s not really much I can do at this stage, Joe. My patient’s talking now, but his memory is limited. And yesterday was pretty intense. I told him to take it easy today. I’ve got a big day planned tomorrow and he needs to rest. I’m going to take him on a trip, visit some places that might trigger some memories. He must have got to that beach somehow; we’ll try the roads nearby, local stations, anywhere he might have been just prior to being found. He’s making me a list today of anywhere he can think of that might help. But aside from that there’s really nothing I can do. And I’m on call, if anything comes up. I can be there in thirty minutes.’

‘Em, are you going to tell me what’s going on?’ he asks, when I’ve finished. He’s no longer smiling. ‘Or have you just invited me down here for my sparkling conversation?’

‘Oh God, Joe! It’s so – well, it’s beyond weird, I suppose,’ I blurt out. ‘The patient, he knows who I am. My patient.’

‘Isn’t that a good sign?’ He hasn’t grasped what I just said. He’s grinning.

‘No. No, it’s not, Joe. He knows my real name.’ I feel a selfish relief when I see his smile freeze. Because now I know it’s not just me going through this anymore. Misery loves company. ‘He called me Marni. He knows what happened. He knows all about Dad.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Exactly that. Yesterday morning he just started talking, out of the blue. He said he needed to talk to me and when he did, he said he was sorry, Joe. About what he did, to us, to everyone. He said he was sorry I burnt my fingers.’ I let that fact hang in the air between us.

Joe grimaces and empties his drink into the snow. After a moment he asks, ‘Who does he think he is? Dad?’ He’s deadly serious now.

‘I think so, yes.’

‘Christ! And you do too, don’t you?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous, Joe, of course I don’t. He’s about twenty years younger and he looks nothing like him. I just, I don’t know what the fuck is going on here!’ I want to weep.

‘Do you recognise him at all?’

‘No.’

‘He’s not one of Dad’s old work friends or something?’

‘Too young.’

‘You think he’s still alive, don’t you?’ The bluntness of it shocks me. I pause too long. ‘He’s gone, Emma, remember? You saw, we all saw. We buried him. He is not somewhere out there. This isn’t him, it isn’t someone he’s sent. I don’t know what this is but it’s not that.’ I break from his gaze and stare out at the sparkling forest. ‘It’s some kind of misunderstanding. Or it’s a trick, Em.’

‘It’s not a trick, Joe.’ If there’s one thing I know for certain it’s that my patient isn’t lying. ‘He really can’t remember. He wouldn’t be able to fake the scans I put him through yesterday.’

‘Then he must have picked these ideas up somewhere else, right? Overheard things? Someone might be putting him up to it.’

‘That’s what I thought. But that still means someone at the hospital knows. That they knew I was coming even before I got there. Which is weird, Joe. My patient said my name the first time we met.’

‘But you said he only started talking yesterday!’

‘Officially yes. I didn’t mention it to anyone at the time, but he said my name on my first day. I heard him. He whispered it.’

‘He what?’ Joe frowns. ‘Whispered it? Are you sure?’

‘He mumbled it. It wasn’t threatening or anything.’

‘Why the hell didn’t you tell anyone? Why didn’t you say something?’ He stares at me, incredulous.

I look away, down at the hot chocolate in my hand. My fingers are freezing. ‘You know why, Joe. And . . . because I thought maybe . . . maybe I’d imagined it.’

‘Bloody hell, Em! You really shouldn’t be back here, should you?’

‘I know, Joe, I know. Please, just help me out. I need you to help me out here.’

‘Okay. Okay. So,’ he shakes his head with disbelief and refocuses on the facts, ‘someone at that hospital knew you were coming here before you arrived, because your patient was there days before you even agreed to treat him. And this someone knew that Emma Lewis was Marni Beaufort? How would they know that, Emma? The police are the only people who know we changed our names. And that was years ago. It’s protected information. How could anyone find out?’

I think of Chris. Chris the policeman, with his database and his searches. Shit.

I can’t tell Joe about Chris. ‘But that’s not all of it. I – oh God this is going to sound so insane – but I think he might be dangerous.’

‘What, who? Your patient?’

‘Yeah, I’m not supposed to talk about him, I signed an NDA, but the government seems to think he could possibly have some kind of a military background. They won’t tell me. It’s classified.’

Joe slams his empty mug down hard onto the snow-covered table. ‘What the hell is going on up here? You shouldn’t be asked to do things like this. It’s— You don’t have training in that—’

Suddenly my pager buzzes to life in my pocket.

The hospital.

I throw a look to Joe as I grab it from my pocket and check the display. ‘Shit. One second. I need to call them.’

He eyeballs me as I rise and head deeper into the garden.

‘Hi, it’s Dr Lewis,’ I answer. ‘Oh, okay, really?! I see . . . I see. Um, okay well is there someone in particular I should be speaking to? Right, okay, and can I speak to DC Barker now?’ I lock eyes with Joe as I say this new name; his eyebrows raise.

‘Okay,’ I continue into the receiver. ‘Wait! No! No, sorry . . . No. I do not give my consent to that at all. No. I’d have to discuss . . . well I understand that, of course. Right, well I’ll be there as soon as I can. Thank you for letting me know.’ I hang up and turn to Joe.

‘The Metropolitan Police are at the hospital, they’ve taken over from the local police force. Apparently, they now think he’s some boy that went missing – was abducted – in the early nineties: Benjamin Taylor. The police have got a social worker with them and they’re trying to get access to the ward right now. Apparently they want to question him about it before he meets the parents.’

‘Jesus Christ,’ Joe exclaims. ‘First they think he’s a soldier and now he’s some missing kid?’

‘God knows what evidence they think they have, Joe, but he is not ready for this kind of shit. Even the most basic questioning is triggering panic attacks. If they wade in, with no proper medical training, and start questioning him about being held in captivity for almost thirty years – God knows what kind of trauma that’ll cause. Especially if they’re right about it!’

I dash into the house and grab my car keys, Joe following after, incredulous.

‘Stop, Em. Just stop. Stop what you’re what you’re doing,’ he barks, bringing me instantly to a standstill. Joe never raises his voice. ‘Em, listen to me. This situation is insane!’ I read the concern on his face. ‘You should not be putting yourself through this, there’s no need for it, let someone else do this job. You shouldn’t have come back here. I know we talked it through before you agreed but I didn’t realize it would be like this – with the police and press and what’s been going on with this particular patient . . . Plus, I thought you were in a better place yourself, Em. I thought – no, you made me think – you would be able to handle all of this, coming back here.’

‘I can handle it, Joe,’ I protest fiercely, but I know I’m lying. Because Joe wouldn’t be here if I could handle it would he? Shit.

‘Em, we can just go home you know. Right now. You can just call the hospital and tell whoever you need to tell, that you’re resigning. The world won’t collapse. We can just go. I mean, the Met showing up unannounced sounds like a pretty good reason to step back anyway, doesn’t it?’

I feel my resolve falter – he’s right, there’s something so incredibly off about all of this – but then I remember Matthew’s words that first night. How could he know those things unless he’d been there that night, or known someone who was? I need to know who he is. I think of his trust in me yesterday as he struggled for breath. I push the feeling away.

‘No. I said I’d do it, Joe. I told my patient that I’d help him. I promised him that everything would be okay.’

Joe’s tone softens. ‘That’s not your call, Emma. You don’t get to control whether everything is okay or not. You’re not omnipotent. You can only do your best. This is too much. For someone so intelligent you can be so stupid! Let someone else handle this. This guy – whoever he turns out to be – is not your responsibility.’

‘No, Joe, he is. He actually is because that is my job. I wish I could leave it to someone else but no one else here has my expertise. I’m the only person here, medically, who can help him.’ I’m saying it but I don’t know if it’s true. I’m sure there are other doctors Peter could call. Maybe Richard Groves could take over remotely. Perhaps it might be better, for Matthew, for me, if I did step aside given his strange connection to me. I take in Joe’s exasperated face. ‘All right,’ I say, finally. ‘I’ll stop. I’ll just do the rest of today, okay? I’ll tell them I need to hand over.’

Joe holds my gaze. ‘Promise? You’ll sort this Met thing out and then you’ll let them know you’re done? You’ll resign from this case?’

‘Yes,’ I say, fingering the car keys in my hand. If Matthew is the missing Benjamin Taylor then all my questions about how he knows me are redundant anyway, aren’t they? The sooner I find out if he’s Benjamin the sooner I’ll know this is all in my head. ‘But right now, I really need to go in, Joe.’

He sighs, then nods. ‘I’ll come to the hospital with you and get the train back home from King’s Lynn. You can call me later, let me know how it goes.’

I turn back to him. ‘Wait, Joe, I don’t think you should come to the hospital.’ He looks confused, so I explain. ‘The press found out Matthew was talking yesterday and they’re all over the hospital. I don’t want you to have to go through that. It’s like before.’

The colour drains from his cheeks and he swallows before rallying. ‘Well, they better watch out hadn’t they ’cos, I don’t know about you, but I’ve certainly learnt a few tricks since then.’ He gives a winning smile just as my phone explodes into life again.
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Dr Emma Lewis

Day 10 – Tinker, Taylor, Soldier, Spy



Media tents line the back of the car park like festival booths. There are television trucks, presenters getting make-up touch-ups while they scan scripts, production runners are dashing back and forth. Someone’s even set up a food truck to feed them all. And I thought it was bad when I left last night after the news broke that Matthew was talking. It seems I’m the last to hear about the Met’s involvement in the case. I feel Joe shift in the car seat next to me.

Oh God, I shouldn’t have brought him here. Why did I let him come?

They recognize my car as soon as I pull up to the staff bay and start shouting and running towards me – they know who I am, Mr Nobody’s doctor. And they know that if I’m back at the hospital then something is definitely happening. I look to Joe. He nods and pops his car door. Thankfully I catch sight of the security chief, Trevor, ahead of the throng rushing towards us. When he gets close enough he eyes Joe before launching into an update.

‘The Met just gave a press statement out front. The parents on their way, apparently.’ He curses. ‘These lot are all here now to see the Taylors.’

I catch Joe’s eye. Jesus.

A barrage of questions rolls towards me. ‘Dr Lewis, can you confirm that Matthew is the missing Taylor child?’

‘Benjamin Taylor disappeared in September of 1992. Do you know have any knowledge of his whereabouts over the twenty-seven years he’s been missing?’

‘Have you spoken with the parents yet, Dr Lewis?’ I become aware that a camera crew is now filming us as we walk, the cameraman is walking backwards in front of us as our strange parade rushes on.

‘Is the patient making a speedy recovery, Dr Lewis?’

‘Does he have any memory yet of the trauma he’s been through?’

‘Was he held against his will for the duration?’

‘Can we expect to see Benjamin out of hospital soon, doctor?’

Trevor fends them off, holding the crowd back as we head inside. When we break through into the lobby I gasp in a breath and three security guards block the way of the press after us. The doors slide shut, muffling their shouted questions. I try to keep my expression neutral, even though every pore wants to scream leave us alone. I’m keenly aware that we’re still on camera. Joe’s expression is unreadable, except for his eyes. In them I see that haunted look I remember so well. We’ve been through walks like this before, Joe and I. And they don’t get easier.

As I leave Joe with Trevor to head back to the train station via the back entrance, he hugs me, tight. ‘Call me after you’ve done it,’ he whispers.

|   |   |

Matthew is waiting for me on the ward.

He’s standing with his back to me, staring out the window at the crisp winter blue of the open sky, not a cloud in sight.

‘They told me I might be called Benjamin. I don’t feel like a Benjamin.’ He speaks with a lightness that almost breaks my heart.

‘I’m sorry this is all happening to you, Matthew. I don’t really understand yet on what basis they’re making this connection.’

He turns to face me. ‘Do you think they could be right? Is this who I am? Benjamin Taylor?’

‘I don’t know,’ I say, sitting down on his bed to work through it properly for the first time. ‘Let’s look at the facts.’ Joe managed to find an old news story from the nineties on his phone on the drive here. ‘Here’s what the authorities know . . . 12-year-old Benjamin Taylor left his house in Tottenham on the twenty-seventh of September 1992 to walk to school – but he never made it there. At the time there was a national search for him; they did a reconstruction of his last movements and they questioned a number of suspects. But Benjamin was never seen again.’ I’m careful now. ‘His parents didn’t stop looking, though. They were very vocal during the campaign and they’ve kept up a website for Benjamin all this time. Ben’s father has been checking the missing persons database every week since. That’s how they saw your photo.’

Matthew looks at me. ‘That’s a sad story.’

‘Yes, it is,’ I say solemnly as he sits down next to me.

‘But . . . what would I have been doing for the past twenty-seven years?’

God, what a question. ‘I’m not sure, Matthew. But if I had to make this fit in any plausible way – which we really don’t have to do – but if I had to? I’d say the fact that your circadian rhythm is completely screwed up could, potentially, be down to a lack of natural light. If you’d been kept somewhere. Your head wound, your memory loss, all of it could point towards trauma received during some kind of escape. The police must have a reason for suspecting you’re Benjamin. Plus, the Taylors seem to recognize you. And you are the right age.’

‘You think I’ve been in a basement for almost thirty years? That’s your theory?’

I can’t help but smile slightly. ‘No, I don’t think you’ve been in a basement for twenty-seven years – but that could be what they’re thinking.’

‘How would I have escaped from this hypothetical basement?’

‘I don’t know, but I’m guessing it would definitely be possible for a man of your height and build to overpower a man in his, by now, say his . . . sixties?’ I can’t help it but I giggle slightly at this. ‘Oh God, this is awful.’

‘This is a horrible story, Emma,’ he says, with that lightness of tone again. Thankfully right now he has no connection to this story.

I mean, even if he is Benjamin Taylor, let’s not make him remember being Benjamin Taylor, nobody wants to be the person who was potentially locked in a basement for decades.

‘They want to meet you. The parents,’ I say carefully, watching his reaction. I’ll pull the plug on this in a heartbeat if he needs me to.

‘Why do they want to do that?’

‘Because they want to know if you’re their son, I’d imagine.’

He rises and walks over to the window. ‘But even if I am,’ he says, looking down at the media swarming below. ‘I’m not really, am I? I don’t remember being anyone’s son yet.’

‘No, you certainly can’t be expected to be someone you don’t even remember.’

Silence fills the room and when he speaks again I jump slightly at the sound.

‘Who do you think I am?’ he demands. I can’t read his expression against the stark light of the window.

‘I don’t know, Matthew. That’s what we’re all trying to find out, isn’t it?’

‘I know, but you – who do you really think I am? Not as my doctor, not as my psychiatrist, but as a person.’

I stifle a shudder. I can’t tell him who I think he is. The man I think he is died fourteen years ago. Matthew moves away from the light and his face comes into sight, his intelligent eyes studying me.

I push the thought away, taking a moment before answering. ‘I think there’s a possibility you may have been in the military. I think you could be suffering from PTSD. Of course, there is the possibility that the PTSD could be from any kind of trauma but I think it’s unlikely that you have been held against your will for the last twenty-seven years. That much seems clear to me, both professionally and . . . as a person.’

He studies me, then nods. ‘Okay. That makes sense.’ He sits down in the visitor’s chair and rubs his face. ‘I’ll meet them,’ he says decisively. ‘If it helps them. But I have no interest in being Benjamin Taylor.’

For a moment I think I’ve misheard him. It’s such a strange way to put it but I understand what he means. He doesn’t believe it’s true but he wants to see if any of it triggers something; he needs to know. And he wants to help these people. Perhaps he is Benjamin. At this stage he could be anyone.

‘Are you sure you want to do this?’ I ask.

‘As long as you’re there. Yes.’
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Dr Emma Lewis

Day 10 – Faces in a Crowd



We hear them arriving outside, the distant rumble of the press coming to life outside the hospital entrance, questions, endless greedy questions. The scrum and jostle outside sounds like no more than a polite murmur from here, now that we have moved to the quiet of the visitors’ room.

There’s a tap on the door and I rise from my seat as Nick Dunning pops his head around it. ‘They’re just making their way up. Should be with you shortly. The Met have asked that their social worker be present to take notes. Is that okay?’

‘That’s not a problem, thank you, Nick. We’re ready whenever they are.’

He nods efficiently, his eyes gliding to Matthew, in the seating area, to double-check. Satisfied with what he sees, he gives another nod and leaves.

I look to Matthew: he offers me a wan smile. I give him one back then, as I watch him bring a plastic cup of water to his lips, I notice the slight tremor in his hand and suddenly for the first time the idea that Matthew might be actually be Benjamin Taylor seems a reality. I remind myself of his extraordinary levels of self-control. It occurs to me that Matthew might not be telling me everything he remembers. The scan was only yesterday but a lot can come back in a day. He might be starting to remember things. This could be who he is. He catches my eye and I start to speak, but as I do the visitors’ room door opens.


Mrs Taylor is a dignified, calm and beautifully dressed woman in her sixties. She holds Mr Taylor’s hand tight in hers. Eyes flutter wordlessly over faces. Introductions happen in the awkward way one would expect. And after the initial shock of meeting, everyone settles into a seat. Mr Taylor’s eyes wander, wet with emotion, while Mrs Taylor’s pale blue gaze does not leave Matthew. I watch him carefully now too.

The social worker, a beat behind, noisily takes a stool and pulls out a large file from a bag to take her notes. Her expression is grim and she avoids my eyes.

Mrs Taylor speaks first, very gently. ‘Do you recognize us, dear?’ she asks hopefully.

Mr Taylor looks away, clenching his hands. He doesn’t look like a healthy man. I’d guess at high cholesterol and blood pressure, judging by his ruddy cheeks and reddened nose. But of course, drink could be involved as well, and who could blame him?

Matthew’s gaze flickers over the hunched Mr Taylor before settling back on Mrs Taylor.

He takes a moment, choosing his words very carefully. ‘No. No, I don’t. But then I don’t recognize anyone really, I’m afraid.’ He smiles apologetically. ‘At least not at the moment.’ His eyes connect with mine. We both know what he just said isn’t true: he does recognize someone – he recognizes me. And it suddenly occurs to me what that must mean to him. To recognize someone in a world of strangers. I am the only person he seems to recognize. But how?

‘But you remember the house, son?’ Mr Taylor raises his head. ‘Our house. Everything that happened before the, er . . . ?’

The air in the room changes at Mr Taylor’s use of the word son. The social worker’s ears prick up.

Matthew hesitates. There’s so much weight in what these people are asking from the situation. I can see Matthew’s thoughts whirring. What should he say? Is he Benjamin? If he were to come to that realization, right here, right now – I can’t even imagine how terrifying that would be. To know that terrible things might have been done to you but for you to have no memory of those things. Decades lost. Or to have it all rush back in an instant. I realize I shouldn’t have let Matthew do this, even though he wanted to; he needs to remember at his own speed. Triggering too much could cause another panic attack. He may be desperate for a past but perhaps Benjamin’s past isn’t a past worth going back to. Whatever happened to Benjamin Taylor after he vanished couldn’t have been good.

Matthew answers with a lightness of touch that makes my heart ache. ‘Sorry, but I don’t remember a house. Any house. If I’m honest with you, I don’t remember much of anything before I was found on that beach. I remember what’s happened over the last ten days . . . but that’s about it, at the moment.’ His answer is kind but there’s a finality to it. How could there not be? Right now he has nothing to give them, there is only the future stretching out ahead of him.

The Taylors stare at him, lost, unclear where the conversation should go next. They begin to realize, after all their years of searching, that the prize they were fighting for might have changed so utterly that he may now be just a stranger who doesn’t even recognize them.

Mr Taylor speaks first, breaking the flat silence, trying to infuse it with the magic they thought they would find here. ‘You look just like him, you know. Our Benj.’

‘He means you look just how he might have looked,’ his wife corrects him gently.

‘Yes, yes. He was only . . . well, twelve, when he left, you know.’ Mr Taylor gives a forced smile before turning to elicit help with the floundering exchange, first from me and then from the police social worker. ‘Doc, what do you think? Sue? Do you think that we might be onto something here . . . ?’ He falters, because what can he say? Is Matthew ours? Is this one finally our Benjamin?

I look to the social worker, but she remains mute, her expression a dumb-show of empathy.

Excellent. Well, that’s helpful. Thanks a bunch, Sue.

I grasp the untethered conversion. ‘It’s hard to say, Mr Taylor. All we can do really is wait. There was the chance that Matthew might have recognized you immediately and then we would have known. However . . . I’m not sure that has happened. But memory is a complex system. I think perhaps Matthew just needs time and hopefully things should start to come back to him. And once they do, we should be in a better position to know.’

‘Of course, of course. We don’t want to rush anything.’ Mr Taylor is piteously quick to agree.

I notice Matthew’s gaze drift away to the window. Jesus. God knows what’s going on in his mind. His energy has dwindled though, that much is clear. He can’t keep this up anymore. He doesn’t recognize these people, I am still the only person in this room who he recognizes. This is a dead end. I make a decision.

‘I think what would probably be best is if we finished up here for today. We should hear back on a DNA match by later this afternoon and if it’s a fit then we can check back in a couple of weeks and see where Matthew is in terms of recovery by then, if that works for you both?’ There’s a heavy pause while neither Taylor answers, so I dive back in. ‘I know it’s not the outcome any of us wanted today but what’s important now is Matthew’s recovery and giving him the time he needs to adjust.’

Mrs Taylor sits up straighter in her chair. ‘Yes, yes, doctor, you’re quite right,’ she says. I can see in her eyes she’s already trying to work out what they’ll tell everyone outside, everyone back home, the people on TV. Just another false alarm. Twenty-seven years of false alarms.

‘Let’s go, Jim, come on,’ she says, sliding her hand into one of his and giving it a little squeeze. He looks into her eyes, lost for a moment until she smiles at him. The bravery, the selflessness, of that smile breaking my heart.


They leave us with promises of more contact to come, at least that will be the official line when they reach the press outside. But I think we all know in our hearts this is the end of Matthew’s role in the Taylors’ lives. Matthew isn’t their son. Watching them walk hand in hand down the corridor I find myself hoping they find it in themselves to stop, to stop searching, and finally carve out their own little piece of life in the time remaining.

When I turn back to Matthew he’s watching me. He holds my gaze silently for a long while, a calmness settling back between us as the Taylor’s footsteps recede. A sad smile breaks across his face and he gives me the tiniest shake of his head. He doesn’t know them. He isn’t their son. I think of the real Benjamin, out there somewhere. Whether he’s a lost 40-year-old man or a 12-year-old boy in a shallow grave, either way, I hope he’s at peace. I walk back to join Matthew and follow his gaze as he watches the couple clear the corner at the end of the corridor.

‘It’s okay,’ I tell him. ‘They’ll be fine. You did a really good thing, Matthew. Why don’t you head back to the ward and get some rest? You deserve it,’ I say.

|   |   |

Back in my office I call Peter. I need to find out why the hell this fiasco was ever allowed to happen in the first place. Why a meeting was scheduled before DNA results were confirmed.

‘I can only apologise.’

Peter can only apologise. And seeing the five missed calls from him on my mobile I’m inclined to believe that he did do everything within his power to stop the Met from wading in without medical consent.

‘I wasn’t informed of their sudden interest in the case until this afternoon, Emma. If I had been, this would have gone through the appropriate channels instead of the less-than-ideal scenario we now find ourselves in.’ This is the most agitated I’ve ever heard Peter. He pauses to regain composure. ‘I tried to contact you but I imagine you were already in the thick of it there. I’m so sorry, Emma.’

‘It’s fine, Peter, honestly. Matthew was happy to meet them. It wasn’t ideal but I think there’s no harm done.’ But then I remember the press lurking outside. ‘Is there a line we should be taking with the media? It’s not looking like Matthew is related to the Taylors. I’m guessing the DNA match will come back negative.’

‘I think it’s best to stick to no comment for now, Emma. I’ll be liaising with someone at the Met this evening and you can be assured that it will be them and not the hospital taking responsibility for this unfortunate line of inquiry. Let the Met release a statement first.’ Peter sighs. ‘As they say, if the job was easy.’

I remember my promise to Joe. I’m supposed to resign now. I promised. I dealt with this fresh crisis and now I should stop.

I should say something to Peter.

But instead I think of Matthew’s look to me in the visitors’ room earlier. He didn’t recognize the Taylors but he recognized me. I don’t know how he knows me but he knows me: who I am, my secrets. Things I’ve been at pains to forget for so long. I’ll never know if I leave now.

And just like that the moment to say something passes.

‘So, how did the fMRI go yesterday?’ Peter continues, oblivious. ‘Anything interesting we should know about?’

I shake off thoughts of leaving and of Joe and I slip with worrying fluidity back into work mode. ‘The scan was helpful. I’m still working on the images but it doesn’t look like his hippocampus is engaging on anything prior to the day he was found. I’ll wait to write it up but between you and me it’s a verifiable fugue.’

‘Ha. Very interesting. That’s . . . well . . . Good for you! Keep me posted and if you need anything you know where I am.’

I don’t mention Matthew’s reaction to the final fMRI question – Have you killed? – I don’t mention him knowing my name, I don’t mention how strangely close I’m beginning to feel to him and I certainly don’t mention my reasons for staying. Because every one of those admissions would be grounds enough for me to be taken off this case.


That evening Matthew and I work through some memory exercises in his room. Simple card images testing the boundaries between his knowledge and his memory. While he recognises a picture of the Eiffel Tower he struggles to remember if he has ever seen it with his own eyes. I explain that triggering is all we can do at this stage. I prescribe an anti-anxiety medication to counteract any panic induced by our potential triggering and then we call it a day.

Taking the lift down to the lobby, I remember the gauntlet awaiting me outside: the trucks, the microphones, the questions. Dread slowly rises inside me as memories of similar crowds crawl back into my mind. The bodies pushing, snatching, their graphic, unfeeling questions, the vitriol. Hemmed in by their desperate animal need to know, to know everything: the endless insistent, nasty hows, wheres, whys. The desire to pull apart the gristle of our lives as they rooted around for something elusive, something unknowable: a reason.

The lift doors open and my pulse soars as the scale of the crowd outside comes into view. There are so many more vans than earlier, and a more substantial barrier has been erected around the entrance, a press pit behind it. It’s dizzying. There’s a blast of red brake lights outside as a car manoeuvres in the packed car park.

I brace myself against the lift handle rail as an image flashes through my mind. Blood on my hands. Fourteen years ago. Blood cracked and dry, a reddish brown across my palms, caught under my fingernails. His blood. I’d find it there for days after.

I shudder. Someone must have alerted the crews outside that I was on my way out of the building because their cameras are already up, microphones poised and ready. I can already hear their shouted questions. I repeat in my head Peter’s instructions to me. No comment. No comment. As if in the heat of the moment I might somehow forget my line. The security guards by the sliding doors nod as I head towards them, my heart pounding in my throat, my mouth dry.

Outside there are the logos of American news networks alongside the British ones now. I suppose everyone loves a happy ending, a reunited family, except of course, we haven’t given them one. We haven’t given them anything yet.

One of the security guards steps forward. ‘Would you like us to escort you to your car, Dr Lewis?’ I don’t recognize him but he knows who I am and I’m guessing he knows how far away I’m parked.

‘Oh God, yes, thank you. That would be really fantastic. Thank you.’ I notice the quiver in my voice.

As he leads me through the doors and the squall of questions begins, he opens an umbrella overhead shielding me from them as well as from the snow. The winter air hits my hot cheeks and cools them as we plough ahead.

Then in the crowd I see a flash of red hair, a face I instantly recognize. It takes me a second to realize that I only know her from a photograph though. Chris’s wife. Zara Poole’s red hair is pulled back slickly in a fashionably low bun, her Dictaphone ready in her hand. Her expression changes as her gaze finds mine, her smile slipping from her face.

I hadn’t realized she was press. We lock eyes only for an instant – there’s something disconcerting in the way she’s staring. It’s not that she recognizes me from school, it’s not that, it’s something else, and it frightens me.
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The Man

Day 11 – Buried



That night Matthew has a dream. A dream so real he cannot clear it from his mind on waking. In the dream he is alone in the ward garden. Everything is so real in this dream, the scent of the plants and the malty earth, the soft rain and the rustle of the trees. He somehow knows his memory has returned, though he does not know what that is. He sits quietly, contented, in the garden and closes his eyes. He lets the breeze play across his face but slowly he becomes aware of a sound and his eyes flicker open. The new noise is coming to him from deep inside the landscaped bushes and shrubs of the hospital garden; it is a constant, scraping noise. Scraping, scratching.

Scratch, scratch, scratch.

He cannot ignore it. He rises from the stone bench and looks around the garden. There is no one there. He cannot see where the noise is coming from, but it sounds like digging, a creature digging in the mud. The sound makes him shudder.

It seems to be coming from the bushes behind the stone bench. He looks around to see if anyone has come out to the garden and heard it but as he looks up at the windows surrounding the garden he notices that there is no one anywhere. It’s almost as if the whole hospital were abandoned, with only him remaining. It is just him and the horrible scratching.

He looks back towards the bushes where the sound is coming from. It grows louder, more insistent, like a rat trapped behind a skirting board.

It scares him to think what it may be, back there, what he’ll see if he looks. But the noise continues and he knows there is only one way to stop it. He steps towards it, going behind the bench and pushing through the fronds of foliage. He pushes on deeper into the dark branches.

And then he sees him.

A man kneeling, half-hidden, digging in the undergrowth. The man does not look up at Matthew. He just keeps digging, head bowed, scrabbling and clawing with bare hands at the mud. He is burying something, something small. Something important. There is something important buried in the garden. The back of the man’s head is dripping with blood. The digging man is so focused on his task he doesn’t seem to have noticed his terrible wound. Matthew knows this because the man is him.

Matthew wakes sweating.

The clock in his room reads 04:39. He sits bolt upright in the dark, his heart pounding, listening for the sounds of the hospital around him.

He’s not sure if the dream means something or if he should just go back to sleep. Was it a memory, distorted by dreams? Or just a nightmare? Dr Lewis warned him that the memory exercises they worked on might trigger connections. He recalls the noise in the dream, the noise in the darkness between the plants, insistent, and he squeezes his eyes shut.

Moments later he is out of bed pulling on his shoes and the puffer jacket Rhoda gave him. He slips from the shadows of his room into the brightly lit corridor, makes his way tentatively past the empty nurses’ station and down towards the ward garden. He ducks smoothly into the toilets as a care assistant passes; he waits and then heads on. The door to the snow-encrusted garden is propped open for night-shift smokers so he slips out easily into the night.

He is certain now that there will be something there. Hidden in the earth. Answers maybe.

When he reaches the stone bench he stops, shivering, the dizzying feeling from his dream returning. He looks up at the sky, clear and starry above, his breath clouding in the air, and he suddenly doubts himself. He thinks of the progress he’s making, of Emma, beautiful Emma, of how she wants to help him. Of how she held him, how she’s trying to fix him. Perhaps he should go back to bed, curl up in the darkness and the warmth and wait for things to become clear. Everyday things seem to be getting clearer. He watches mesmerized as the frost-glittered plant fronds behind the stone bench sway in the night breeze.

It can’t hurt to look behind there, can it?

He pushes his way into the icy foliage listening carefully for the sounds of anyone approaching from the ward. Just like in the dream, he finds a small clearing behind the bushes.

Kneeling on the ground, hidden from sight, he starts to move the soft dirt aside, scraping at the mud with his fingers.

Perhaps it was just a dream, he decides, perhaps I really am going mad after all. He claws deeper and then his nails hit plastic.

Half a foot down a Ziploc bag in the soil. He stops suddenly, stunned to have actually found something. He looks around, listening, but there is only the distant bleeping of call-buzzers, the breeze in the laden branches. He looks down at the small plastic bag, at the glint of metal inside. He doesn’t know what it means yet, not exactly, or how it got here, but it seems like the first step towards finding out. Someone put this here for him. He pulls it loose from the crumbly soil and slips it into his jacket.
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Zara Poole

Day 11 – Ahead of the Game



Zara Poole is driving along the coastal road between Wells and Holkham at 7am on a Saturday morning on her way to doorstop Emma Lewis.

The address Zara was given by her contact at the hospital was odd. A house off the main road, essentially in the middle of nowhere. She expected Dr Lewis to be closer to the hospital, that would have seemed more logical but this address doesn’t. Not to someone who knows the area. But then something is off about all of this, as far as Zara is concerned.

Her contact at the hospital, a porter she’d been slipping money to, had been pretty accurate so far. He’d informed her prior to anyone else knowing that a new doctor would be coming, although she hadn’t had quite enough time to make any real impact with the knowledge. But the next text she’d received from him three days later had been pure gold. The porter had texted her at 3am on Thursday, the same night Chris had received that text from Emma. The bright light of Zara’s phone had briefly illuminated their dark bedroom, Chris sleeping peacefully beside her. It said:


He’s talking.

He’s British.

No memory.



A flash of joy cut through the disappointment of Chris’s text because finally she had her story. She was the first to get it. Which meant that she had something that other people would want.

She’d quietly slipped out of bed, grabbed some clothes and headed down to the kitchen. She’d typed up a page of copy, fresh coffee standing by, and then she’d made some calls. Not to the local paper she was currently working for but to contacts she’d been working on for a while. She had new information on Mr Nobody – she hadn’t come up with the name herself, the Mail had, but everyone was using it – and she could send through her piece if they were interested in running it. It was source-verified. If needs be she could even give her source’s name; she knew she could easily get another one at Princess Margaret’s. Who didn’t like free money?

She sold the story once and then again and again and by daybreak, when she was pretty much the sole reporter in the country covering the story, she’d grabbed some toast and headed straight into the storm brewing down at The Princess Margaret Hospital.

By mid-morning a whole new swarm of journalists had descended, eager to find out what Mr Nobody was finally saying now he could talk. The story was gaining momentum, with newscasters and networks from other countries jostling alongside the crews she was already starting to recognize. Which was fantastic as far Zara was concerned, there was more than enough to go around, and she was getting article requests from papers and magazines she’d never even heard, across Europe and now America too. Her preparation had finally paid off.

That was three days ago but it was yesterday that things really kicked off. Zara had simply asked Chris, at breakfast, not for the first time, if there had been any breakthroughs since Mr Nobody had started talking.

‘Apparently, he’s not making much sense at the moment. We’ve been asked by the hospital to defer questioning him again until he starts remembering. His doctor doesn’t want to run the risk of regressing his recovery at this stage,’ Chris had told her.

He hadn’t mentioned the text he’d received from Dr Lewis. He hadn’t brought any of that up. Not the list of school staff she’d asked him for, either. And he certainly hadn’t mentioned asking her out for a drink. So, neither had Zara.

But then a call had come through on her iPhone and she’d slipped out into the garden to take it. It was her contact at the hospital. The call was rushed and muffled, clearly made in haste. The Metropolitan Police had just arrived at the hospital. Something big was happening.

Either Chris was keeping more things from her or the Met hadn’t even told the local police what was happening. A family were on their way to the hospital to ID Mr Nobody. The Taylors. The parents of missing Benjamin Taylor.

The press were prepped and ready when the Taylors arrived, because of her, that’s why they’d known the right questions to ask. As the couple breezed past them without stopping they got their pictures, they got their ‘no comments’, but most importantly they got their articles. And then an hour later they got even more.

Mr Nobody wasn’t Benjamin Taylor, the text she received made that very clear. Again, Zara heard it first. The porter had been in the corridor after the meeting. He’d stood back and watched as Mrs Taylor gave a sad little shake of her head in answer to DC Barker’s question. Matthew wasn’t their son.

Zara watched Emma leaving the hospital last night. She’d been ready, she’d seen her before of course, the day she arrived at the hospital when Mike pointed her out as they stood in the coffee shop queue. She’d thought, at the time, she’d looked interesting, smart and reassuringly out of place. Zara had always felt slightly out of place too and she recognized the look in others.

But last night, with her chestnut hair caught in the wind, cheeks rosy from the camera flashes and flurry of shouts around her, she’d looked beautiful, Zara had to admit. She hated herself for bringing it down to that but she could understand why Chris might find her attractive – although the idea of it made her stomach lurch with heart-breaking apprehension. The thoughts started spiralling out of her grasp: her Chris with a doctor from London, a beautiful, clever, rich doctor. Her Chris. A possessiveness she didn’t realize she was capable of feeling bristled hard inside her. Zara had just stood and stared, until their eyes had locked. And Emma had looked back at her, haunted, before disappearing into the night. That’s when Zara had made her decision.

Zara would find out who Emma was. For the story, of course. She would ask her, woman to woman. What was going on with the case? Why was she here? And maybe, just maybe, Emma’s connection with Chris would make sense. Maybe everything was actually okay.

Zara pulls off the main road and down onto the snow-covered drive of Cuckoo Lodge, wincing at the noise her tyres make on the gravel. Obviously it’s not meant to be a stealth mission but the element of surprise does tend to help when someone is opening their front door to a stranger.

There’s the chance, of course, that Emma Lewis could just slam the door in her face.

At the end of the drive Zara pushes her car door closed as quietly as she can and looks up at the house.

Cute, she thinks.

She can understand why Emma chose this place. She makes her way through the snow-covered picket gate up to the gabled front door and knocks. The sound echoes through the empty house. She waits, then tries again, harder.

No sound within but echoes. Outside, the wind through the trees and the occasional burst of birdsong.

She bends now, pushing open the letter box. ‘Hello? Dr Lewis.’ No reply. ‘It’s Zara Poole, I was wondering if we could talk?’ She hopes she doesn’t sound angry, or desperate, or pathetic, or like a crazy girlfriend, or a wronged wife looking for an argument, because that’s not what she is. That’s not why she’s here. Chris can do what he likes with his life, she reasons. If he’d rather be with someone else there’s not really anything she can do about that, is there? You can’t make people love you, she knows that. And Zara doesn’t want to be one of those people, a scorned wife, a victim, the one left behind. So, best not to rail against it, best to take it on the chin, keep her cards close and see how the game plays out. She’s just here for her story, she tells herself. Once she’s got the story, she’ll go.

Zara straightens up and looks into the darkened windows. No one is in. She turns to look back at the drive. And then she notices. The doctor’s little grey car is nowhere to be seen.

She must have already left for the hospital.

Zara pauses. She casts her eyes down the gravel driveway, weighing up her options. She looks back at the empty house.

If she does this, she thinks, she might be able to get away with it. She would definitely be able to hear someone coming down that long gravel drive. She’d certainly have enough time to get out, if she goes in.

She tries the front door handle. It pivots all the way down under her hand but the door does not budge. Locked. She smiles wryly to herself. Of course it’s locked. Nobody leaves their front door unlocked, not even in Norfolk. She turns to leave. Then she changes her mind.

She goes around to the back of the house and tugs at the patio door. It won’t budge. She doubles back to the side of the house; low to the ground there’s a long thin window, a basement window. She crouches to peer in. A dim utility room beyond. She gives the corner of the window a swift tug and nicks a nail. Locked.

She sucks her finger to dampen the smarting and thinks about what to do next. Suddenly concerned, she scans high along the eaves of the house for a security camera. Nothing.

Stepping back from the small window, she thinks of her options. She can just see around the side of the building to her car from here. The drive remains otherwise empty. She makes up her mind and swiftly walks up to the window cautiously looking both ways before cocking her right foot back and kicking as hard as she can. The smash is loud and satisfying. She braces herself for a burglar alarm but no siren sounds. She nudges out the remaining loose shards with a heeled boot before leaning forward to check the hole.

Inside, the house is quiet. Zara dusts off her trench coat and scans the dark utility room. She doesn’t really know what she’s looking for, she’s never done anything like this before, but she knows she needs to find something and it almost definitely won’t be in the utility room.

She heads up the basement stairs, gently lifting the stable-door latch from the inside and stepping into the immaculate kitchen. Still no alarm sounds. If she can just find something, anything to help explain what’s going on, why this woman is here, who she is, and how she knows Chris.

Zara takes in the Victorian kitchen, Aga, full fruit bowls, fresh flowers in vases and wonders when the doctor actually has time to do all of this, who has time to work and do all this? Perhaps the house is serviced. Because it’s perfect. So effortlessly perfect.

She tears her gaze away and wanders on through into the living room populated by deep sofas and expensive rugs. But thankfully it’s messier in here. A soft cashmere throw is tossed haphazardly on the sofa, a smudged wine glass on the floor beneath, a tannin stain chalky inside, a dirty plate. So, Dr Lewis is a human after all.

And then Zara sees it. A glint. The edge of something poking out from under the rich fawn of the throw. The matt silver sheen of it. She reaches down and pulls it out. Emma’s laptop.

Zara sits down on the sofa next to it, one hand resting lightly on its smooth brushed-metal lid. If she does this then there’s no going back, she thinks. But then she’s already come this far. She’s already broken into someone’s home. What difference would looking make?

Still she hesitates. She might find something she doesn’t like. There could be emails from Chris, more messages. What if looking through her laptop somehow changes everything? She would have to go home to Chris knowing but not being able to say.

No. It’s better to look, she decides. Yes, better to know.

She flips the lid and spins the laptop around to face her. It opens to desktop, the tab open on the last page Emma looked at – Chris’s Facebook page.

Zara’s heart skips a beat, her jaw hardens.

She minimises the screen and pulls up Emma’s iMessages; she scrolls to Chris’s name and reads.


Sorry to text so late. Would it be possible to get a list of past employees at Waltham House? I can’t say why just yet but I think it might be helpful. Also, might have to rain check that drink. Snowed under, pun intended. Emma x

No problem, totally understand. I’ll get on it & let you know asap & I just want to say it was great to see you today Marn. Chris x

It’s Emma, Chris! X

Shit, sorry x



Zara stares at the screen, frowning. She reads the messages again, trying to make sense of them. She sits in stillness for a moment and then pulls up Google.

She types ‘Marn Lewis’ and taps search.

Nothing.

She tries ‘Dr Marn Lewis’ and taps search.

Nothing.

She tries ‘Marn, Norfolk’.

The search autocorrects to ‘Marni, Norfolk’ and below it pages and pages of search results appear.

Marni Beaufort. The Beaufort family. Christ.

Zara catches her breath. Holy shit.

A giggle of pure joy bubbles out of her beautifully screen-lit face, because, finally, Zara cannot believe her luck.
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The call comes at 10:07 that night.

Up until then it had been a comparatively uneventful day of memory exercises and talking through Matthew’s response to his antianxiety medication. The lack of drama making me feel my decision not to resign yesterday had been the right one. Joe had been less understanding when I tried to explain on the phone. But it would have been crazy to leave without knowing how Matthew has come to know so much about me and so much about my father. But of course, I couldn’t tell Joe my reasoning in that respect. If he’d wanted me to leave before he’d have dragged me off himself if he knew my reasons for staying.

I spent the rest of the day at the hospital finishing Matthew’s preliminary medical report and fMRI analysis. I emailed it across to Richard Groves at MIT for his opinion. And I sent it on to Peter, of course. The report included my initial observations as well as all Matthew’s scans and test results. Richard’s opinion, though obviously not essential, would be extremely useful to me at this stage.

Back at the lodge, I crack open another bottle of wine and heat some pasta. I’m eating when the lodge phone rings, which is a surprise as I wasn’t aware the lodge had a landline. I find it by the window next to the armchair.

‘Emma, has anyone contacted you?’ It’s Peter Chorley. His tone is urgent, brusque.

‘About what, Peter?’ I ask, momentarily confused by the question. ‘Is Matthew okay?’

‘Yes. This isn’t about Matthew, Emma. Has anyone from the press contacted you? In the last few hours?’ There’s concern for me in his voice; something has happened.

‘No. Should they have? Sorry, Peter, what’s going on? You’re scaring me.’ I suddenly feel like I’ve wandered out onto a ledge in my sleep. My vertigo kicking in without a stimulus.

He’s silent on the line, I hear him exhale and cover his receiver. A muffled conversation. When he comes back on the line his tone is grim.

‘Listen, Emma, I need you to turn your mobile phone off, please. We’re sending a police officer around to you now. They’ll stay outside your accommodation for the night to—’

‘What the hell is going on, Peter!’ I erupt, cutting him off mid-flow.

There’s another thick silence before he answers.

‘They’ve found out who you are, Emma. The press. We don’t know if they know where you’re staying but best to be safe. I have a contact at the Press Association, he called me five minutes ago. It’s going to break online at midnight and it’ll be all over tomorrow’s national papers.’ He pauses to let me take this in before continuing. ‘I’m truly sorry this has happened, Emma. This isn’t what anyone wanted.’

I stare unseeing out into the darkness through the window.

This can’t be happening.

‘Emma, are you still there?’

It’s going to happen, all over again. Just like before.

I sit down hard into the deep armchair. ‘Yes,’ I manage. I need to keep him talking. I don’t want him to hang up, I don’t want to be left alone with this just yet. ‘How did they find out?’ It seems the next reasonable question. ‘How could they have found out without breaking the law? Without hacking data?’

‘We don’t know but we’re looking into it. It was some local reporter apparently. That’s all I can tell you at the moment.’

Zara. It must be Zara. Her face last night outside the hospital. Chris must have told her who I was. That’s why she looked at me that way.

‘Right. Okay,’ I hear myself say. ‘Thanks for letting me know.’ Then I remember something. ‘Sorry, Peter – what were you saying about the police? Why are police coming? Am I in any danger here?’ The last thing I want is Chris showing up but I’m suddenly perilously aware of how isolated I am out here.

‘Um, yes, the police are on their way. They’re making arrangements, you should have someone with you within thirty minutes. It’s only a precaution obviously, but there are some concerns that the press might have information about your whereabouts. Obviously, the Beaufort case is going to attract a substantial amount of public attention as well. We’re just concerned about your safety and in light of your need to enter the protected person programme fourteen years ago it would be wise, I think, to be . . . prepared. Better to be over-prepared than under.’

Oh God. This is actually happening.

I throw my mind back to that autumn fourteen years ago. The threats, the letters, the hateful words sprayed on the walls of places they put us, people grabbing at us, shoving us, their faces distorted with anger, baying for a kind of justice that we couldn’t give them, Joe and Mum and me. I wonder if I hadn’t said what I’d said back then if they would have chased us so hard. If I’d kept my mouth shut they’d have hated us less. They thought we were lying, that he was still alive somewhere out there, they thought we knew where he was. They wanted the truth even if we weren’t entirely sure of it ourselves.

‘Emma, did you hear me?’

‘Sorry, Peter, what?’

‘The police officers, they should be there soon. But in the meantime, it would be best not to answer the door. Not to anybody, until the police arrive. And turn off your mobile. Steer clear of this landline from now on too unless you see it’s my number I’m calling from now, okay? Hopefully we’re still slightly ahead of the game here.’ He sounds confident but I know what’s coming. If I need police protection this is going to get very ugly. I suddenly feel so incredibly alone. Alone in the woods. Alone in my life. ‘I’ll call you first thing tomorrow morning, if not before,’ he continues. ‘Trust me, Emma, it’s all going to be fine in the long run.’

The line goes dead and I sit in silence, my heart beating loud in my ears.

They’re coming for me.

I pull out my mobile and slide off the power just as Peter told me. Outside the windows I can make out the glint of snowflakes falling and beyond that the darkness of the dense forest surrounding me. I’m a sitting duck in this isolated house.

I head to the front door, dead-bolting it. If any doorsteppers get this far they’ll get no further. I try not to think who else might want to pay me a visit now that the news of who I am is breaking.

I head to the patio doors, tugging hard at the handle until I’m certain it’s locked and secure. I pull the heavy tapestry curtains closed across the great expanse of black outside and shiver.

I dash to the kitchen sink and lean over, pulling on the bobbled rope of the blind until the outside world disappears behind it.

I pull the curtains tight in the living room and the hallway and then run up the stairs to check the windows and close the curtains in the two bedrooms. I know that even a tiny gap in the fabric is enough for a long-lens camera and a photographer with enough patience.

When it’s all done, and I know everything is secure, I slump down on the top step and catch my breath.

Is everything locked? What am I forgetting?

And that’s when I hear it. The crunch of a footstep outside on the gravel. Already? I hold my breath, listening hard. Shit, the police won’t be here for half an hour. It could be a reporter, a photographer or it could be someone else. We didn’t leave fourteen years ago because of the media alone. We left for our own safety. I think of the house phone lying downstairs on the armchair, my iPhone next to it, turned off.

I listen for another footstep. Nothing, just the pop of the fire downstairs.

I stand and start to take the stairs down, wincing at every creak. Outside a fox shrieks in the distance, and I pause as the plaintive call echoes out through the woods. But no sound of footsteps. Perhaps they have headed around the back. If I can make it into the living room I can grab my iPhone and then I can run back upstairs and lock myself in the bedroom. I can call the police from there.

I continue down the stairs, holding my breath. And then I hear the footsteps in the gravel again, two steps this time, someone turning, right by the front door. I freeze. And then the knocking starts. Three heavy pounds on the door.

Oh please, God, no.

I stand frozen mid-step and watch as the door handle moves, rattling against the lock. And then I run – I bolt down the stairs, run to the sofa and dive for my mobile. The screen flashes white. I hear the footsteps outside. Whoever it is they’re on the move. They could easily burst through the thin Victorian windows. I abandon my iPhone, which is still powering up and grab the house phone as I dart into the kitchen and head for the patio doors. I could make a run for it into the woods behind the house. I could double back on myself through the trees, make a break for the car and head to the hospital, at least there’s security there. But I remember my car keys are still on the ledge in the front hall.

Shit.

I can’t hear the footsteps anymore.

Then, right next to me behind the curtains, a loud bang on the patio doors. I shoot away from them, my heart thundering. Someone’s right there. And then a man’s voice comes furious and gruff, ‘I know you’re in there, Marni. Open the fucking door!’ I retreat further back into the kitchen until my back comes up hard against the basement door.

I’ll be safe down there.

Gently I raise the latch and ease the door open, peering down into the darkness below. A chill wells up from the basement. I leave the door ajar enough to shed some light down the stairwell but I leave the lights off. I don’t want to attract his attention. Feeling my way down each cold stone step, I creep into the darkness.

At the bottom of the stairs I make a break towards the airing cupboard on the far side of the room. As I dash across the open space a brutally sharp stab of pain shoots up through my foot, then another, then another. I fly forward, landing hard sprawled across the basement floor. Pain thunders through my hands now as they connect with the sharp objects littering the floor. I try to muffle my reaction but I can’t help but cry out at the sheer intensity of it. Raw with wounds I curl tight into a foetal position – the pain is everywhere. I hold a hand up to the half-light and see the dark wet marks blossom across my palms. Blood. My eyes slowly adjust to the darkness and I see the floor around me is glittering with bright slivers of broken glass caught in the moonlight. I try to stumble to my feet but let out a moan of agony and drop back down. Above me, through the smashed basement window, two booted feet appear, and I’m suddenly blinded.

A flashlight, I think. I squint up into its glare.

The man’s voice comes again. ‘What the hell are you doing down there, Marn? Why aren’t you answering your sodding phone?’

I try to shield my eyes from the glare of the probing flashlight to see the face above me but as I do he must catch sight of my bleeding hands.

‘Jesus Christ, Marn, you’re bleeding! Are you okay? Wait – just stay right there, don’t move. I’ll . . . I’ll jump down.’

‘Chris?’ I ask, bewildered.

‘Yeah, of course. Who did you think it was? There’re basically only two police officers around here.’ A big tall figure drops down through the broken window into the basement next to me with a grunt. ‘Oh God. Listen, just don’t move, shit, there’s glass everywhere.’

‘What’s going on, Chris? Why the hell did you break my window?’



34

Dr Emma Lewis

Day 11 – Walking on Broken Glass



‘It was Zara, wasn’t it?’

He looks up from my foot, tweezers in hand. ‘I don’t know,’ he answers thoughtfully. ‘You mean who broke the window? Or your cover?’

My bleeding feet rest on a towel-covered cushion on his lap as he delicately removes each splinter of glass. Chris carried me up from the basement and put me on the sofa before he headed off to find a first-aid kit for my wounds.

‘Did you tell her? Who I was?’ I ask.

He looks up at me, his feelings clearly hurt. ‘What? No, of course not. Why would you think that?’ He holds my foot firmly in his hand now and pulls.

‘Ah! Jesus, Chris. Are you nearly done? This hurts so much.’

‘Don’t be such a baby.’ He smiles, amused. ‘I can’t believe you thought I was coming to get you. That’s hilarious.’ He catches my expression. ‘Oh God, not hilarious that you thought someone was coming to get you obviously, but I mean that it might be me—’ He fumbles to a stop.

I know what he meant, and to be honest I’m so pleased he’s here he could literally say anything right now. I smile. ‘Well, then maybe you shouldn’t be creeping around outside people’s houses like a murderer, Chris.’

‘Yeah, I definitely need to stop doing that,’ he smiles mutedly before his expression drops slightly. ‘But someone did ring you to let you know I was coming, right?’

‘Yeah, I literally just got off the phone with Pe— with someone.’ I catch myself. I’m not sure if I should be mentioning Peter at this stage. I know he’s in close contact with the police but I don’t know if it’s above Chris’s pay grade. I move on swiftly, ‘They said someone would be coming I just didn’t know you’d get here so quickly.’

But Chris catches my misstep. ‘Who called you, Marn?’ he asks, suddenly serious.

I rub my eyes. I’m so tired. ‘Please stop calling me Marn, Chris. I haven’t been Marn for years. And it’s none of your business who called me, okay? That’s confidential.’

I regret my tone instantly when I see his expression.

‘I’m sorry, Emma. I’m sorry, about all of this: the press finding out. I didn’t know Zara would do this. She threw me out this morning by the way, so . . . I don’t know. She thinks we’re having some kind of affair.’ He shakes his head dismissively, as if the thought were beyond absurd. ‘Anyway, I’m just saying that I’m not sure whoever you’re working for really has your best interests at heart. I mean they could have moved you somewhere safer than this for a start, couldn’t they?’

‘What do you mean she threw you out?’

‘Don’t change the subject, Emma.’

‘What was the subject? What? Why I’m staying here, in the middle of nowhere? Well, for a start they wanted to keep me away from Holt,’ I reply indignantly.

The mention of Holt silences him and when I look back he’s intent on my foot again. I sigh and fall back into the cushions. ‘I’m sorry, Chris. I’ve just got a lot going on in my head right now.’

He tugs and another spike of glass pulls painfully free. ‘Are you scared? About what will happen tomorrow?’

I close my eyes and blow out a soft breath as he pinches another shard out.

‘Yes. I am. I’m very scared: for my mother, what she’ll wake up to in morning, for Joe and how he’ll have to pull Chloe from her daycare. I’m scared for all of them waking up to reporters on their doorsteps, and it being my fault that their friends won’t look at them in the same way again, and I’m terrified of the questions, and of the judgement.’

‘It won’t be as bad as before, I don’t think. It can’t be.’

‘Chris, have you seen those TV crews outside the hospital? The world is a totally different place than it was fourteen years ago, everything is bigger, faster, meaner. This time it will be everywhere.’

‘You know, if it makes you feel any better I didn’t read about it at the time. It seemed wrong to read about your personal life like that. They shouldn’t have released some of the things they did. I’m sorry it happened.’ He wipes both feet with an alcohol wipe and presses on a final bandage. ‘All done here, Dr Lewis.’ He throws me one of his ridiculously handsome smiles, gives my ankles a warm squeeze. His skin on mine.

All the blood in my body rushes up my inner thighs. Oh God. Every natural impulse tells me to pull away from his hands but his touch feels so good.

My body bypasses my brain. ‘Would you like a glass of wine, Chris? I know you’re on duty but one won’t hurt, right?’

He holds my gaze, eyes crinkled around the edges. ‘No, it wouldn’t. And yes, I would.’

I pull on the socks he passes me and hobble off on tender plaster-covered feet to the kitchen.

The evening passes in a blur of sensations. The hot flush of wine through us, his smiling eyes taking in my face, a burst of laughter, his hand resting on my thigh and its electric throb of possibility and then, suddenly, his warm mouth on mine. The feel of his hands all over me as we kiss, the desperate animal need of it.

Later, I offer him the second bedroom but he says he’ll sleep on the sofa, he’s supposed to be on duty anyway, and I head upstairs to bed.

I lie there, awake, thinking about what happened that night fourteen years ago.

I didn’t see my father do it, maybe that’s half the problem – or maybe it’s the silver lining?

I heard it though. The crack of it in the night, like thunder, the rip of the double barreled shotgun as it echoed up the thick carpet of our staircase, along a landing lined with our family pictures, and into my childhood bedroom.

But before the echo of the gunshot there was the helicopter. The noise of it circling in tight loops over the house was what woke me. I’d sat up in bed, groggy, blinking into the shadows, as it rumbled over the house, my head throbbing. A headache and nausea from too much sugar and excitement at the fireworks that evening. After a moment Joe trundled into my room too, his silhouette in my doorway. ‘Helicopter,’ he’d said croakily as the mechanical roar receded off into the night.

‘Yeah,’ I offered up into the growing quiet. The noise gone as quickly as it came.

Joe disappears back to his room and I lie back down with a wave of dizziness and pull my duvet up to my chin. Safe. The sharp scent of spent fireworks in the air.

I think of the bonfire earlier that night, of nice things, of being cold and now being warm. Snapshots of memories. Dad’s concentrated face as he lit the sparklers. Mum’s smile. The crunch of teeth on burnt caramel. The rush of sugar through my body. Watching the giant pyre as flecks of gold and orange crackle and float away into the darkness.

Caught half-awake, half-dreaming. A half-dream where I rise from bed, voices in the hallway; I come out onto the landing and see him. My father, pulling on his coat. He’s leaving. He sees me standing bleary at the top of the stairs. Where are you going, Dad? I ask. Nowhere, honey. Go back to bed, he tells me, smiling softly. But I don’t feel well, I tell him. It’s okay, baby. You’ll feel better in the morning, he reassures me and he blows me a kiss. And I smile back for Daddy and go to bed.

I wake up when the helicopter roars overhead again. Louder this time. Lower. I sit bolt upright, a terror crystalizing in my adolescent brain: something is wrong.

Joe scrambles back into my room, skidding over to the bedroom window, disappearing behind the thick silk of the curtains, only his feet visible below.

‘What is it, Joe?’ I rasp, my throat dry. I really don’t feel well.

The rhythmic thud of helicopter blades thumps through the night air. No answer from my brother.

My curiosity is piqued and I race into the gap between the curtains to join him as the big machine hovers overhead a third time. I catch the flash of its floodlights as it sweeps low over our wet roof. Blinding light and noise, the word POLICE emblazoned across its underbelly.

Transfixed, my brother and I watch as it slowly lowers and touches down in our top field, the long grass around it whipping with the downforce of the blades.

We stare out the rain-speckled window as the helicopter doors burst opened, and uniformed officers jump out and run towards our house.

And then it comes from downstairs. The noise.

CRACK.

A rip of sound. A gunshot; loud and horrifically distinct, cracking through the silent house. My breath catches in my throat and I drop straight to the floor as if somehow I’m the one who’s been shot. Terror courses through me, pure animalistic fear.

Real gunshots aren’t like the ones on TV. You feel the sound in your body. It hits you. It’s a sound you’d recognize even if you hadn’t grown up around it. A sound and a meaning in one. An instant understanding of events.

No further shots, just ringing silence through the house, and the knowledge of what that means.

Outside we hear shouts getting closer to the house. I look across to Joe, crouched next to me on the carpet, his head buried, his pyjamas and the carpet around him wet with urine, his body quivering.

I make the first move. An animal instinct to find my dad. I scrabble as fast as I can, low, on all fours across the bedroom floor and onto the thick carpet of the landing. A light is on downstairs. Through the bannisters I see Mum leaning on the study door frame, her hand to her mouth. She is staring at something.

The burst of breaking glass from the front of the house, voices shouting.

I don’t know why but I run. I run to him, down the stairs, past Mum’s outstretched grasping hands, through a doorway I won’t ever be able to come back through.

And I find him there in his study. His face and the back of his skull gone. Or rather displaced, pieces of it, of him, stuck in the curtains, hot globules and bone chip on the window’s latticework, wet drips and chunks in and on his precious books. His whole life broken open across the upholstery. On his desk four cream envelopes, spattered. Thick watermarked paper – his letters to us inside. One addressed to Marty Fenshaw, Dad’s solicitor; one to Joe; one to Mum. And one to me. I don’t know why he wrote them. Guilt maybe

Either way, I wouldn’t read mine for another two years.

I stand and stare at what he’s done, dizzy, my head pounding and the sound of Mum’s gasping breath behind me. The shotgun now propped between two lifeless thighs. His dark blood creeping slow and steady across the sanded oak floorboards towards us.

The room spins around us and I can no longer stop the nausea from rising. I vomit hot sharp bile forward onto the floor.

And suddenly there are police everywhere, swarming into the house, through the front and back. Later I will see the squad cars filling our drive, the riot van, next to Mum’s 4 × 4. They’re shouting but we don’t hear their words as they pour in, fully armed.

We’d find out later they’d come to seize Dad’s hard drive, his papers, before he’d destroyed them, they’d come to take him in, but he’s beaten them to it. He’s destroyed everything and he’s already gone.

We’d find out later that he’d embezzled hundreds of thousands of pounds from charitable funds, that he misappropriated funds meant for survivors of the London bombings. Other people’s money. Victims’ money. And we’d never find that money.

We’d find out in the emergency room that the headaches and the vomiting we were all experiencing were due to gas poisoning. Dad had disabled the pilot light on the oven, he’d put out the flame and the house had slowly been filling with gas for hours while we slept. The bitter smell of it permeating every room of the house.

They said at the inquest he meant to take us all with him. A last-minute idea they speculated – otherwise why would he have bothered to write us all notes. Why indeed? After two years of waiting, I found that mine said only:


Marni-marn,

I love you. I hope one day you’ll be able to understand.

Your Dad



Understand what? He thought we’d be better off dead than without him, that was what he had decided for us. That we were his property to dispose of in any way he liked. We weren’t meant to read those letters; he wrote them to our dead bodies. We were all meant to go in our sleep but he ran out of time and shot himself first.

Except I don’t think he did. I don’t think the man with no face in the study was my father. Which I would later tell the police and social workers. I saw him put on his coat, I’d tell them. I saw him leave the house. He told me to go back to bed. Whoever that person was in the study, they weren’t my father, that body wasn’t wearing a coat. You never found his coat.

They’d tell me it was a hallucination from the gas poisoning, they’d tell me they’d done a DNA test on the remains, they’d tell me to stop. But someone believed me. The press believed me. And at first, I was glad at least someone did. But they wanted to know if he wasn’t dead, where had he gone? They demanded to know where he’d gone with all that money? They wanted to track him down and make him pay. And they just wouldn’t stop asking. Even after I told the police I believed them, that I must have imagined seeing him. Even after I told everyone I’d made a mistake. They just kept asking and then they got angry and it became dangerous. That’s when we had to leave.

I know logically I didn’t see him. That logically I couldn’t have seen him leave . . . but . . . I did, didn’t I?

Shards of memories from that night. Recalled over and over and over. Blood everywhere; I stare at it transfixed. Mum crouched on the floor, her mouth open in a silent scream, spit stringing straight down onto our floorboards. Her eyes searching the approaching faces of police for some kind of answer as to why.

They pull her roughly backwards, and like a ragdoll she lets herself be carried off, no resistance, something soft and helpless in a sea of uniforms. The world slows right down as they pour into the study around me, finally blocking my view.

As I’ve said, nobody becomes a psychiatrist by accident.
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Officer Graceford arrives at 7am, bringing the stack of newspapers I’d requested through Chris.

Not yet ready to face the TV coverage, I pore over the papers with my bandaged palms as Chris finishes cooking us breakfast. He wouldn’t take no for an answer after calling a company to replace the glass in the basement window.

Graceford eyes the apron he’s wearing over his uniform and turns back to me briskly. ‘I’ll be covering you at the hospital if you want to go in today,’ she explains. ‘If you don’t feel up to it, you can stay here in the lodge with Chris until things calm down. It’s totally up to you.’ She smiles understandingly and I want to hug her for her lack of judgement either way.

‘I’ll have a think about it.’

She nods and throws a look back to Chris; his hair is still rumpled from sleep. ‘I’ll be keeping an eye on things at the hospital, Chris. Radio me if anything changes here.’

‘Will do,’ he says, trying to remain dignified while holding a spatula.

After Graceford leaves I take a deep breath and flick on the TV. Footage of my face, me walking out of the hospital, furtive, guilty, though of what I do not know. I guess I have a guilty face. The news anchors talk about me, about Dad.


The daughter of the late Charles Beaufort, who is estimated to have misappropriated approximately £875,000 from the Seventh of July victims’ charity, as well as other sums from various sources, reemerged yesterday after fourteen years in hiding. Marni Beaufort, now Dr Emma Lewis, has been working within the NHS under an assumed name.



Bloody hell. They make it sound like I’m pretending to be a doctor.


News sources yesterday uncovered that Marni Beaufort is currently the lead specialist on another case garnering public interest. The mysterious case of Mr Nobody, the unknown man found wandering on a beach in Norfolk, close to Dr Lewis’s own childhood home. Although currently not under investigation, Marni Beaufort was believed by many during the 2005 inquest into Charles Beaufort’s misappropriation of funds and subsequent death, to be involved in a cover-up surrounding his suicide. Several sources at the time of the investigation expressed concerns that the body discovered in the Beaufort family home may not have been that of Charles Beaufort and that Charles Beaufort may well still be at large. However DNA samples analysed at the scene, and during the subsequent police investigation, did match with that of Mr Beaufort.



I feel Chris’s eyes on me. I sense his concern.

I can almost hear his thoughts. Do I think he’s still alive too? That’s what he wants to know. That’s what everyone wants to know.

Two questions, over and over. Do I think he’s still alive? And, where is the money?

I avoid Chris’s gaze and focus on the images as they flash up on the screen. Footage from 2005. Shots of 16-year-old me cowed by the attention, my terrified expression as alert as a wounded animal’s. Shots of the 7 July bombings, interviews with victims about the money he stole.

I flip the channel.

A floppy-haired man in a navy blazer holds forth. ‘Yes, that’s all very well, Susanna but what if Charles Beaufort is still alive and out there, somewhere, living off all this stolen money he’s accrued. I just think with today’s technology it’s worth looking at the evidence again. What harm could it do? If he’s dead he’s dead. All I’m saying is I think it might be worth the police reopening the case. There were contradictory facts! The daughter saw him leaving the house. That was in her original statement. It was only afterwards the story changed. I definitely think it’s worth another look.’

The female presenter gives him an incredulous yet indulgent look. ‘But come on, Jeremy, didn’t he attempt to murder the whole family! Why would any one of them be helping him get away with that? They’d have to be mad.’

‘Actually, not really, if you think about it then it makes perfect sense. The carbon monoxide levels in the house were high but nowhere near fatal. It may have been part of the ruse. Get the family in on it. If he’d really wanted to kill them all he could have increased the flow, and he had a gun didn’t he—’

Jesus Christ.

I flip the channel.

This is going to be worse than last time. Now that I’m over eighteen, all bets are off. I’m fair game.

They think I know where he is. They think I helped him. They think I’m protecting a man who stole from grieving families and tried to kill me and my whole family. But do I think he’s alive?

No. Yes.

The real truth? I don’t know. Because I saw him go. I know they told me it was an hallucination, I know about the DNA test results, I know about the evidence. I know and yet . . . the body in the study wasn’t wearing his jacket. It didn’t feel like him. It just didn’t. And I don’t know where he is, or where the money is, and I don’t know the whys of any of it, but – do I think he’s alive? Yes. I think of Matthew in his hospital room, and I can’t help but wonder if locked away inside him is some kind of answer.

On the next TV station one of the bombing survivors speaks to the camera: ‘Who exactly paid for this woman’s medical training? That’s what I’d like to know? Isn’t it a bit convenient that all that money disappeared and she shows up fourteen years later a doctor? We should be asking where the money for that came from? Why haven’t the police followed up on that?’

Chris who has come up behind me unnoticed gently takes the remote from my tight grip and turns off the blaring screen. I realize I haven’t blinked for a while, and it feels strange to do so now. He pulls me in close to him and I let him. It feels so good to be held.

‘Call your family,’ he whispers gently. ‘Let them know you’re okay.’

I call Joe, it’s a brief conversation. His voice is tight and it’s blindingly obvious that I should have followed his advice on Friday, although he does me the extraordinary kindness of not bringing that up. He’s going straight to Mum’s, he tells me. She’s seen the news. Apparently, there are already people outside her house. I feel awful. The guilt is almost too much to bear. And even though it feels ridiculous to be giving my brother advice I feel obliged to give him the same warning Peter gave me. ‘Don’t talk to anyone, Joe, don’t answer the phone, unless you know who it is first.’

I want to call Mum but I can’t. The guilt is too sharp. I don’t think I’d be able to hold it together. And I definitely don’t want her to feel she needs to reassure me. God, I don’t think I could handle her being brave for me. I text her that I love her and I’m sorry and I leave it at that.

At 8am Peter calls.

‘Listen, Emma, we’re happy to accept your resignation. If you’re not up to continuing, we completely understand. The press attention is fairly unprecedented and given the circumstances, if you’d rather take some time for yourself, to be with your family . . . ?’

I’ve thought a lot about it this morning, about what Peter might say when he rang. Why on earth did they choose me in the first place, why did they want such a media liability hanging over their heads? It occurs to me that I still don’t know who Peter works for. I don’t even know that much. It is entirely possible that I’m here to deliberately make people look bad, that that’s my whole purpose.

Because how convenient for some if this whole situation were to become a media disaster. Wouldn’t that be perfect? Wouldn’t a series of monumental blunders before the election season be just the sort of thing that might serve certain people very well? A government scandal, an immigration scare and good old-fashioned health-care mismanagement all rolled into one. A winning formula for someone.

But none of that is important. What’s important to me now is Matthew. Finding out who he is. We’re in this together he and I. I promised him. I make a decision.

‘I think I’ll stay actually, Peter,’ I say. ‘There’s not a lot of point in leaving now anyway, I’m guessing the damage has been done. Today will be the worst of it, I’m sure it’ll settle down afterwards. And I’m supposed to be here to help Matthew. I’d like something good to come of all this. I’ll just keep going, if that still works for everyone?’

Peter hesitates on the line, he obviously wasn’t expecting me to say that. But then what can he do? He can’t fire me, I’m sure of that. I’m fairly certain that dismissing someone because they have an inconvenient history is completely illegal – even more so if you knew that history prior to employing them.

‘Yes, yes, of course. If you’re sure you’re happy to continue?’ he replies cautiously. ‘We can do our best to make sure you’re protected to a certain degree from the backlash, but there would be only so much we can do . . .’

‘That’s fine, Peter. There’s security at the hospital for Matthew. Officer Poole is here and Officer Graceford has said she’ll shadow me at least for today, and after that . . . well, I’m sure I’ll be fine. I’d only be facing the same thing if I were to go back to London.’


I follow behind Chris’s squad car as we head to the hospital. He leads me in through the back entrance, to keep me away from the growing crowd at the front. I park my little rental car in the back service area and head in as Chris watches from his car. I don’t know why I haven’t been parking there from the beginning, I guess no one thought to tell me, but I’m grateful for it today.

Thankfully I don’t see the extent of the crowd outside the hospital until I’m safely in my office up on the fourth floor. I look down at it through the thin hospital glass, and my stomach flips, the drop below dizzying. The whole thing takes on a surreal quality from this vantage point, my fear of heights kicking into overdrive as the rush of vertigo makes everything swirl at the edges. Below the oblivious carnival of media, picketers and protesters is still awaiting my arrival, I realize I’ve become politicized. Matthew and I both. We aren’t people to them right now, we’re symbols. The car park below, littered with protesters from all over the country on pilgrimages with their homemade signs, proves as much. We have been chosen against our will. A man with no memory and a woman with too much. And our fellow villagers, carrying placards instead of pitchforks, have come to drive us out.

They want to know where I’ve been for the last fourteen years. They want to know where their money is, the money my father stole before he disappeared. That’s all they cared about before and I’m guessing it’s all they care about now. They think I know where the money is hidden, as if it were pirate treasure only I have the map to find. But I don’t have a map. And I don’t know where the treasure is buried. That much we all have in common. That and the fact that they don’t believe my father’s dead either.

I think of Matthew in his room on the ward two floors below me.

I let my mind go to a place I haven’t let it yet. I know the thought is slippery and dangerous but I indulge it for a moment. A man shows up, out of the blue, who knows my real name, he knows what happened fourteen years ago, and he says he’s been looking for me.

Did my father send Matthew? Could he still be alive, really?

Could he somehow have sent me Matthew to tell me something? To give me a message? An explanation? Or, perhaps, simply to tell me where that Godforsaken money went?

Don’t go down that road, Marn. That way madness lies.

I look up and watch the snow drifting slowly through the air outside; funny that looking up doesn’t make me dizzy, only looking down. The muffled sounds of hospital life and death play out behind me. But how can I know if Matthew has something to do with my father? I can’t just ask him. I’m his doctor – more than that, I’m his psychiatrist. I can’t introduce my own delusions into his burgeoning memories. No, that really would be crazy. The only thing I can do is wait. I’d need to wait and see if he brings it up. If he gives any indication, at all. But until then I need to put it from my mind. I need to forget it. I take a deep shuddering breath and try to clear my head.

Rhoda is on the ward to greet me; she gives me a soft look of concern and then she eyes my bandaged hands.

‘Broken window,’ I say blithely and hope that’s the end of it. Everyone in the hospital must have heard the news by now. Everyone here knows about my past. My family history. God knows what they think. I give her a faint smile and drop the subject.

‘Okay. Matthew’s made his list,’ she says brightly, then adds, when I frown, ‘The list you asked him to make, places he should visit to jog his memory. He seems keen. And perhaps a day away from the hospital might do you both some good?’ she suggests carefully.

It’s not a bad idea. We’d have a police chaperone, we could slip out the back and do it today. And if there is something Matthew needs to tell me, now might be the best chance.

When I enter Matthew’s room he rises from the chair by the window and heads straight over to meet me. To my surprise he pulls me close into a hug. ‘Are you okay?’

I pull back gently. ‘Yes, I’m fine. Um, thank you, Matthew.’ He must have heard the news; he’s allowed online now after all. Everyone in the hospital must be talking about it too.

I step back from him, wary of the growing intimacy. He notices my hands and I shake my head. Don’t ask. He nods.

I don’t think I’ve ever had this level of connection with a patient before. It’s strange. It’s not that I don’t like it – the problem is that I do, and that is entirely inappropriate.

He clears his throat and turns to grab a folded sheet of notepaper. His list. ‘This is the best I could come up with I’m afraid.’

I unfold the A4 list, short and carefully written.


Train station

Beach

Local harbour

Forest



‘Why the harbour? I get the train station, that was my suggestion. And the beach and forest. You have fractured memories of those places, but why the harbour?’

He shrugs. ‘I overheard someone saying the police should have checked the harbour for unattended boats. I just thought, maybe I have a boat? Maybe that’s how I got here? I don’t know, it sounded as plausible as anything else.’

I feel myself smile as I fold up the list. The simplicity of his reasoning is disarming. ‘Yeah, it does. Shall we do this then? Are you ready?’

‘As I’ll ever be.’ He moves to the bed and grabs his jacket. ‘Is it just you and me?’ he asks, a subtle brightness in his tone.

It throws me for a second. He wants time alone with me. I feel that slippery thought from earlier skimming across my mind, does he have a message for me? I push the thought away. ‘Er, no. We’ll have a police officer chaperoning us. It’s only a precaution, of course, we’ll try to avoid the crowd,’ I say, noticing his frown. ‘It’ll be the three of us. But I don’t want you to feel inhibited or on show in any way; they’ll only be there to ward off any unwanted attention.’

He holds my gaze and gives a quick tight smile. ‘Great.’

I need to get my stuff from the office and let Graceford know what the plan is, so I arrange to have Rhoda escort Matthew down to the service entrance to meet me in fifteen minutes. We’ll meet Graceford at the car and head out together.

I run through our destinations in my head as I get the lift upstairs. We can try the harbour in Wells-next-the-Sea first, it’s the closest harbour to Holkham Beach, and if that doesn’t trigger anything then we can try Brancaster Harbour maybe. In terms of his forest, I’m hoping the woodland backing Holkham Beach will suffice as a starting point. A forest is a forest; it should trigger something.

When I get to my office there’s a photocopied sheet on the desk. It’s the list of names I asked Chris for the other day. The names of everyone who worked at Waltham during the years I was a student there. He did it. I run my eyes over the names. Some I recognize; others are a mystery. But I don’t have time to investigate fully now and I’m not sure how useful the list really is at this stage. Whoever Matthew is I don’t think he worked at Waltham House. I quickly pick up the office phone and press Trevor’s extension at the security front desk and ask him to have Officer Graceford meet us outside the service entrance in ten minutes.

I trot down the hospital backstairs as lightly as I can, on my still-tender feet, and my mind flashes to Chris. I think of my kiss with him last night, the warm flush of it. Of how it didn’t feel awkward being with him this morning, it didn’t feel wrong. How Chris took me in his arms. And then I think of Matthew, of that same desperate hungry kiss but with Matthew. Even the thought sends a hot blush straight up the back of my neck.

I don’t notice the footsteps on the staircase above me at first. Not until they pick up in pace, tapping out above me. The tempo changing suddenly to the clatter of an emergency. I pause mid-step and look up through the central stairwell, my vertigo making the perspective swirl and my stomach clench. Several flights above there’s a male hand, moving quickly, the sleeve of an outdoor jacket. A male nurse heading outside for a sneaky cigarette break? But why so fast. Then a voice aggressive and coarse echoes loud down the stairwell.

‘Where’d the money go? Eh?’

Adrenaline crashes through me. He’s talking to me. Oh my God this can’t be happening. No, no, no. My heartrate kicks up a gear and I burst into a run, taking two steps down at a time. My bandaged hands clinging for dear life to the banister as I spin around to the next flight, his pace relentless behind me. How the hell did he get past security? I pound on as I hear the footsteps speed up, scrabbling, and skidding around the stairwell above me.

‘That’s right. You’d better run, you fucking bitch.’

My blood runs cold, he’s going to hurt me, I can hear it in his voice. I suddenly realize just how vulnerable I am and momentarily lose my footing on the smooth concrete steps. I manage to grab the handrail again before my ankle twists beneath me and a flash of memory from fourteen years ago blazes through my mind. A fully grown man running at me from across a road, his arm raised, his face contorted, his words loud and filled with hate. And then out of nowhere Joe pushing me out of the way. I’d hit the ground hard but Joe had taken the brunt of the man’s impact. The anger people had towards us back then, the family who stole their money, was terrifying. And all the events like it in the days and weeks that followed, the fear, the hatred, until we finally left our home. Until the police finally had to move us for our own safety. I foolishly thought it couldn’t be as bad this time around. But I guess I was wrong.

I can’t let him reach me. There’s no Joe here to protect me this time. No police to change my name and relocate me. It’s just me all alone and already wounded. My hands smart as I leap down onto the second-floor landing and swing around on the bannister to the next flight, my chaser coming into view one flight above me. I catch a glimpse of him. Medium build, greying hair, a neat goatee, a flak jacket, but the thing that makes me jolt forward suddenly, barely in control of my own movements, is what I see in his hand.

He has a gun.

I open my mouth to scream for help, but like in a nightmare, I can’t catch my breath. No noise comes. Oh God, I am going to die. I’m going to die. Images of my father’s faceless body flash through my mind. A shotgun wound to the head. The blood and bone and skull.

I hear myself whimper as I crash down another flight, praying there is someone at the base of the stairs who can help me.

I hear the gunman’s footsteps closing in on me, but I know he’ll need to slow down before he can raise his weapon, steady his hands and fire. As long as I hear him running I’m safe, I tell myself.

Below me the ground-floor doors loom into sight and somehow I manage a shout. My voice echoes loud, reedy and breathless, down the empty stairwell ahead of me, frightening me even more. Behind me the man clears the corner as I hit the ground floor hard and scramble to my feet bursting through the double doors into the back service corridor.

Then I see them both at the other end of the hallway, silhouetted in the open doorway, daylight framing them. Rhoda and Matthew. They stare wide-eyed at me, startled, unsure what exactly is happening. Then suddenly Matthew is moving, somehow making sense of the situation. He bursts towards me at a sprint. I want to warn him, that the person behind me has a gun, but even as the words reach my lips I hear the doors behind me explode open, the gunman careening through after me.

He must see Matthew and Rhoda – I hear him slow. And I whip my head around just in time to see him raise his weapon.

‘Get down! NOW!’ Matthew shouts and I do not think, I dive onto the slippery concrete flooring, crashing down hard, the impact vibrating through every bone in my body. Matthew flies past me.

A shot rings out, deafeningly sharp as it echoes through the corridor. I roll and see Matthew slam into the gunman. But there is no struggle. In one concise movement Matthew twists the weapon from the man’s hands, sliding it away and clear. He spins the gunman around as if they were dancing. A sharp kick to the back of the man’s knees forces him to the floor and then Matthew is on him, pressing my attacker’s screaming face into the ground.

I rise to all fours and look up the corridor to Rhoda, unsure if the shot fired connected with anyone. She’s crouched low to the floor, her mobile phone in her hand quivering, her eyes as aghast as mine must be, but she isn’t injured. Somewhere along the corridor, out of sight, there are more shouts. Without thinking, I crawl towards the abandoned gun. And that’s when I see it. A white tuft of feathers sprouting from the shoulder of Matthew’s down jacket. He’s been wounded. The bullet clipped him. I search his face for a reaction but his expression is unreadable as he watches me reach for the gun.
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Outside, with dirty, bandaged hands that won’t stop shaking, I bum a cigarette off a security guard and carefully light it with his Day-Glo pink lighter.

I start to give Graceford a brief and garbled rundown of events but she notices the tremors of shock running through my muscles and sends someone to fetch me sugary tea.

I take a greedy pull on the cigarette and let the hot surge of it fill my chest, the hot burn and release of it. A little death. God I’ve missed that feeling. I know people shouldn’t smoke – I’ve seen a smoker’s lung, I know – but everything will kill us in the end, life itself kills us in the end and like it or lump it, smoking feels good. And right now, it’s making me happy.

I’m sheltered here around the back of the building and although the press are aware of some kind of commotion on this side of the hospital they can’t get to us here, security gates and guards block their way. I don’t know how my attacker got through all the security. I think of what could have happened to me if Matthew hadn’t been there, if that man had got hold of me, and I shudder. His words as they took him away. She’s done more harm than me. Who paid for her training, eh? How many people have to suffer for her? Ask her that! I feel shame, thick and inescapable, pulling me under.

Rhoda walks over to join me. She eyes my cigarette, and I manage to hide the tremor in my hand as I lift it back to my lips. Not that I think she would judge me, not after what just happened.

Rhoda didn’t rush forward to help, but then she didn’t run away either, which is brave. She is a half-hero, if there is such a thing.

‘I’m sorry,’ she says sipping her hot tea. I take her other hand in mine and give it a little squeeze.

‘Not your fault. Not at all.’

I look back past her at Matthew down the corridor, his wound being assessed by Triage. I can’t see the extent of it clearly.

‘Is he okay?’ I ask Rhoda as she follows my gaze.

‘It only nicked him. They’re popping a few stitches in. He’s lucky.’ She looks back at me with a shaky smile. ‘But then we knew that already, didn’t we?’ I see the uncertainty behind her eyes.

She feels it too. That uneasy relief. Thank God Matthew had been there. I wouldn’t be here if not for him. Perhaps neither of us would be. But how the hell did he do what he just did? I’ve never seen anything like the speed, the certainty and the economy of his movements. He must have been trained, though for what, I don’t know. Shouldn’t someone with that kind of training be missed by someone? Yet here Matthew is in a general hospital, deep in the Norfolk coast, in borrowed clothes, desperately clinging to borrowed memories.

Leaving Rhoda to give her statement, I grab some dressing packs from the triage nurse and head to the doctors’ locker room to clean myself up. I change the bandages on my hands in the sink under the mirror. I look like a ghost in the reflection, drained of colour. I examine my features objectively, hair ruffled, a speck of Matthew’s blood on my blouse. I could have died today. I try to let the reality of that sink in. The idea slowly starting to sink in. I could have been killed by a stranger because of something someone else did fourteen years ago. My haunted face blinks back at me in the glass. My pale ghost face. Places aren’t haunted, Emma, people are. I try to shake off my thoughts.

I splash my face with warm water to force some colour back into it. Outside the locker room Graceford is waiting, she won’t leave my side, she says. We head up to my office and she stands guard outside. I have a moment to myself.

I receive a call from Peter.

He tells me not to leave the hospital. Someone from the MOD is on their way. I guess that training I noticed has raised some alarms along the chain of command.

I think of the final fMRI question I asked Matthew three days ago: Have you killed? I think of how he responded. His expression this morning as I groped for the discarded gun on the hospital floor. We could be on to something now.

Hands still shaky, I google The Princess Margaret Hospital. I need to know who that gunman was. Today’s news springs up in the search results. It’s ironic that even I need to find out about my attacker from the Internet. The police knew nothing earlier but the media have done their thing and the facts are rolling in online. The man’s name is Simon Lichfield, a 53-year-old with a history of mental illness and some spurious connection to a far-right group. I didn’t know him. He didn’t know me. Nor did he know any of the 7 July victims my father stole from. He just decided I deserved some justice. Maybe he thought I was lying, hiding the money, abetting a criminal, any one of the things he’d heard on TV. So, he decided to do the ‘right’ thing, he made his way here to the hospital armed with a sawn-off shotgun. And he waited for me.

I close my laptop lid and shudder. What is it about me that makes people think it’s okay to kill me?


People in military uniforms arrive that afternoon. Three of them are shown into my office. Two male officers and a woman in plain clothes. The woman, in her forties, clearly outranking the men. The men take the two seats offered while she remains standing. She introduces herself as Dr Samuels, looks at my bandaged hands and we do not shake. She briefly explains that they wish to meet Matthew and assess him. She asks if it seemed, to me, that he displayed any specialist training earlier. I tell her my thoughts as she leans against the tall filing cabinet, watching me. After a moment the older officer speaks.

‘And your patient, Matthew, he hasn’t mentioned military training or anything like that?’ he asks, his gaze gliding over my little grey office.

I slide my list of Waltham House employees deftly under some paperwork, hiding my embarrassing foray into detective work from sight. ‘No, he hasn’t mentioned anything at all about training,’ I answer. ‘But I think – well, at this stage it’s entirely possible he may not even remember doing any.’

The three faces opposite me hide their own particular brands of scepticism as my eyes flit between them. The woman finally clears her throat.

‘And it’s not possible, to your mind, Dr Lewis, that your patient could be exaggerating his symptoms? Exaggerating his memory loss?’

I shake my head. ‘I’d be happy to show you the fMRIs if you like, Dr Samuels. I’d be interested to know if you’ve ever encountered a patient who was able to exaggerate the activation of their own hippocampus.’ It’s a cheap shot, and childish I know, but she’s basically just wandered in here and told me I don’t know my job. I may very well have almost been shot this morning but I know my fucking job.

I have no real idea who these people are and they are certainly not attempting to sugarcoat the sense that they’re in charge. Since arriving, they have made it perfectly clear it is Matthew they want to talk to, not his doctor.

The younger officer joins in now too, his voice patrician and infuriatingly reasonable. ‘While we understand your point of view, Dr Lewis, and obviously respect your medical opinion, we do think a conversation with Matthew himself would be in his interest.’ The older officer nods in silent affirmation. ‘There is of course the possibility that we would want to move him to a more specialized facility, if that were to be considered appropriate.’

‘And who would be assessing the appropriateness of that?’ I counter tartly, my eyes flicking back to Dr Samuels.

‘I’m a military psychiatrist, Dr Lewis, I can assure you that someone with the appropriate training would be assessing that, should it prove necessary,’ she coos.

‘And if it doesn’t prove necessary?’ I ask, matching her tone. ‘And you’ve simply interfered with a civilian patient with mental health problems? Then what?’

‘Then we would defer to your better judgement. But I think our involvement at this stage is a risk we should all be willing to take.’ She moves to the window ledge, looking down at the growing crowd far below. I feel my vertigo lurch, on her behalf, as she continues. ‘I think we both know it’s unlikely that a civilian would have been able to do what your patient did this morning, Dr Lewis.’

She looks back at me, her eyes intent. I look away.

She’s right, I know she’s right. He definitely knew what he was doing, that is unquestionable. It’s incredibly unlikely that a civilian would have been capable of doing what Matthew did.

Yet I hold my ground, I don’t know why but I feel I should protect him. Maybe it’s because the question rolling around in my head is, Why are they only arriving now? If Matthew is one of theirs, why haven’t they come for him sooner?

But then perhaps that’s it, perhaps he isn’t one of theirs at all? Perhaps he’s someone else’s? He could be working for a foreign government. Either way I’m clearly completely out of my depth.

I grudgingly agree to let Dr Samuels assess Matthew but on the condition I remain present. They decline my offer. I cannot be present because sensitive information may be brought up. I realize I am fast losing ground so I compromise, agreeing to absent myself on the proviso that I am present at least until Matthew consents to their interview. Eager to move forward, they agree.

Matthew is already in the consultation room when we arrive. He stands up as I enter. I see his shoulder bandaged beneath his T-shirt, his left arm in a loose sling. Overkill from the nursing staff but I can’t blame them. I haven’t seen him since the incident and the concern for me etched on his face makes my heart leap into my throat.

I watch him grow pale as the two officers enter the room behind me, and Dr Samuels closes the door.

He looks at me questioningly, but he can sense that I am no longer in charge here.

‘Hello, Matthew. Is it okay to call you Matthew? I’m Dr Lily Samuels. We were wondering if we could ask you some questions about what happened today, and about what happened eleven days ago on the ward. Would that be all right?’

‘What kind of questions?’ he wants to know.

Dr Samuels’ eyes flick to me before she answers. ‘Do you have any military training, Matthew?’ She pulls out the chair opposite his and sits. ‘Do you remember going through anything like that?’

Matthew’s eyes shoot to me instantly; he’s evaluating, trying hard to work out his next move, the right thing to say. I pray he doesn’t think I’ve sold him out, but perhaps, in a way, I have.

He looks down a moment before answering and when he raises his eyes back to Dr Samuels his expression is impenetrable.

‘I think we should discuss this alone,’ he says and as if on cue all eyes but his turn in my direction. And I realize I’ve been asked to leave.
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Day 12 – Military Man



I pace the nurses’ break room and curse myself.

I should have known he was military. I knew it was PTSD. From day one, I just knew. The fMRI results for God’s sake. I think of how stupid I’ve been, of how easily swayed I’ve been into thinking he might be something – or someone – from my past. But Matthew is something else entirely. A military asset, AWOL. Possible a foreign asset or one that’s defected. Who knows why they’re so interested in him? I realize I might never know. Why would the British military tell an NHS doctor what the hell was going on? I suddenly realize I might not even see Matthew again after this. He might just leave with them after the interview. No goodbyes, nothing, the end. I eye the clock on the wall and check to see if Graceford’s uniform is still guarding me outside the breakroom door. No change. They’ve been in there for twenty-five minutes. What the hell are they talking about? I pour myself a coffee, adding sugar to steady my shot nerves and I try not to think about what I’ve thrown into the fire for this assignment. The fact that I almost died doing this job earlier today. I try not to think of Mum, of Joe and his family. Joe told me to resign and I ignored his advice. And in a second it could all be for nothing. A doctor without a patient. A crusader without a cause.

My phone vibrates in my pocket right on cue. I fish it out as I sip the warm dark coffee.

A message from Chris.


Are you okay? My God! Just heard what happened.

Do you need me to come there?

Chris x



I smile in spite of myself. Chris is worried about me.

There’s a soft rap on the door and I look up.

‘May I?’ Dr Samuels asks. She doesn’t wait for my answer before coming right in and closing the door behind her.

‘Firstly, thank you for being so accommodating, Dr Lewis. I know firsthand how disconcerting this whole process can be. I appreciate it.’

‘Not a problem.’ I give her a mock-conciliatory smile. ‘So, will Matthew be leaving us today?’ I try to keep my tone light. Impartial, like a doctor should be.

‘No, I don’t think he will, Dr Lewis. Not today. But we’ll be keeping in touch though and I may be back over the next few days at least. Matthew has agreed to undergo a few tests with me at a different facility.’ She pauses. ‘But I think he’ll be best serviced here for the next few days at least. It’s probably wise to wait for some of this media interest to quieten down before we think about moving him elsewhere.’

‘Can I ask what he said?’ I enquire as she turns away and, for a second, I think perhaps she might leave without answering, but then she turns back.

‘You know I can’t divulge that information, Dr Lewis. Perhaps you should ask him yourself?’


When I get to Matthew’s room Graceford keeps her distance outside. He’s ready and waiting for me when I enter, wearing his puffer jacket, the bullet-ripped shoulder now repaired. Tight neat stitches patch over the hole, and I can’t help but wonder if he fixed it himself or did Rhoda mend it? I’ve glimpsed her only once since this morning.

‘I still want to go out today,’ Matthew tells me before I can speak. ‘I don’t think we have long left together.’ He might be right about that. He looks at me patiently, and I realize he’s waiting for an answer.

‘Er, sorry, what? Go out? What do you mean go out, Matthew?’ It takes me a moment to work out what he’s talking about, and then I recall. This morning, before the attack and the terror and gunshots, we’d had a plan. To visit areas that might trigger his memory. He can’t be serious, can he? ‘You don’t mean our trip?’ I ask, incredulous.

He takes a moment before answering calmly. ‘Yes. Why? Would that be a problem?’

I’m not entirely sure what to say. It’s so far from anything I was thinking before. Is that really what he wants after everything that’s happened already today? But he has a point: his time here with us – with me – is very fast coming to an end.

‘Are you sure this is what you want to do? Today? Now?’ I ask.

‘Yes. I’m sure. I really think we should go out, Emma.’ There’s an intensity to his tone that’s impossible to ignore. He wants to get us away from the hospital. There’s something he needs to tell me and he wants me to know it. We need to do this and we need to do it now.


Nick Dunning is less than enthusiastic at the idea when I get to his office.

‘Well I certainly don’t think it sounds sensible, if that’s what you’re asking?’ He leans forward on his desk, eyebrows sky high.

‘I know, Nick. But I’ve spoken to Officer Graceford and she’s happy to escort us.’ I gesture to the hallway outside his office where I just left Graceford. ‘I can call her in if you like. You can ask her yourself.’ I pray he doesn’t take me up on that offer as, to be honest, Graceford wasn’t keen on the plan at all until I explained to her that it was an absolute necessity we do this today. Blessedly, Nick shakes his head, he doesn’t need Graceford dragged into this. I plough on. ‘It’s the patient’s request to leave the premises, Nick, so unless we want to section him under the Mental Health Act as a risk to himself and others, and take away his right to leave, Matthew’s free to decide.’ Nick sighs heavily and slouches back into his seat. ‘Nick, I’ve done all the tests I can do here. There’s only so much clinical work I can do with Matthew, it only takes us so far. He wants to know who he is. We need to get him out in the world; he needs to see things and associate. That’s the way we can crack this. I’ve already got him on drugs to lower stress, which, if it’s PTSD causing the dissociative fugue, should be creating the right conditions for his memory to return. But I can’t force it. And there’s only so much we can do in the hospital. There’s only so much therapy and so many memory exercises we can do. If I take him back to the beach, to these places, he might start to remember; we might actually trigger something, Nick. He’s ready. He’s as good as told me he’s ready to remember.’

Nick insists I sign a form accepting full responsibility for the patient, releasing the hospital of all culpability, which is not reassuring at all, but I comfort myself with the fact that Groves picked me for this job because of my pioneering methods. And if they’re good enough for him then we should all be fine.

I sign the form in awkward silence and twenty minutes later three of us pull out of the snowy service entrance, Graceford driving, me in the passenger seat, Matthew in the back. We glide onto the main road away from the press and protesters and head out towards the open expanse of the Norfolk coast.

Wells Harbour is our first port of call, with its cracked-paint fishing boats in softly faded colours. We slam the car doors as we get out, and head across the snow-covered boatyard towards the harbour master’s little hut. I watch Matthew’s eyes dart over the landscape; he’s like a man visiting a foreign country, hungry to take everything in. He’s not wearing his sling anymore, a slight stiffness in his shoulder is the only clue to the dressing hidden beneath. I bury my own bandaged hands deep in my pockets as the snow crunches and creaks satisfyingly underfoot. It’s so good to be outside. I realize how cooped up I’ve been recently and draw in the crisp chilly air full of the scent of wood fires and fish and chips. My stomach rumbles and I remember I haven’t eaten since breakfast. I haven’t been taking care of myself.

In the harbour master’s office Graceford asks if anybody new has been mooring here over the last few weeks, but the harbour master shakes his head. ‘It’s all regulars this time of year. Why do you ask?’ he enquires, his interest piqued. I suppose we must look like an odd gang. A police officer, a woman with bandaged hands and a man in an oversized woman’s puffer jacket. The harbour master clearly has no idea who we are and suddenly I want to hug him for being so completely out of the loop. It’s almost as if none of today’s events really happened. It just goes to show: having your whole life sprayed across the TV isn’t the end of the world, not everyone watches it.

Matthew and I wander around the brittle carcasses of the ships in the dry dock; Graceford hangs back giving us space, her eyes on the harbour entrance. I know I shouldn’t feel so close to him, but the desire to just ask him what he needs to tell me is almost overwhelming. He scans the moorings, the sea beyond, taking his time before finally turning to me.

‘I haven’t been here before,’ he says with confidence.

I try to put my analyst’s head back on. ‘And it doesn’t remind you of anything. None of this throws up any thoughts or feelings? Any images?’

He takes a moment, his collar turned up, the cool wind ruffling his hair. ‘No.’

‘That’s good, that kind of clarity is good.’

I suggest we get some food to take away from the harbour café. The stress and activity of the day have left us all completely famished so Graceford agrees. We buy three boxes of fish and chips from the otherwise empty café and head back to the police car.

When we get to Holkham Beach, I pull Graceford to one side.

‘Do you mind giving us a bit more space on this one?’ I ask tentatively.

She frowns and scans the empty beach before answering. ‘For now. But if anyone turns up I can’t risk it.’ She looks further along the sands. ‘I can probably get a pretty good overview of the area from the dune. If you don’t wander too far I’m happy to stay back at that distance for the time being, if that helps. We just don’t want a repeat of this morning,’ she reminds me, her tone concerned.

‘No, of course not. Thank you, Beth.’

Matthew and I find a patch of dune grass further off to settle on and we dig into our hot boxes of fish and chips, the wind whipping around us. This must be the closest thing to normal he’s done in weeks. I catch him snatching a look back towards Graceford before glancing at me with a puzzled expression.

‘What is it?’ I ask, a chip halfway to my mouth.

He laughs. ‘Nothing, just, thank you, for bringing me here.’ He smiles. ‘Can I ask you a question, Emma?’

‘Of course.’

‘I was just wondering why you came back here. To Norfolk, I mean, considering everything that happened.’

I chew my hot chip and let out a sigh.

‘Because of your case,’ I say honestly. ‘These types of cases are—’ I pause, aware I’m on shaky ground. ‘I’ll be honest, Matthew – cases like yours are incredibly rare. There have only been a handful, really. And I was asked, you know. I wrote a paper, a few years back, about a similar case and they wanted me on this because of that, I guess.’

‘You wrote about the Piano Man.’ He takes a swig of his water bottle.

I look up surprised at his words. ‘How do you know that, Matthew? About the Piano Man?’

He looks momentarily thrown, and then his wind-reddened cheeks flush further with embarrassment. ‘Er, okay. Shit. I may have looked you up, they let me use the computers at the hospital.’

Of course, I forgot we okay’d that. He’s been looking me up. I bluster, caught off guard by his honesty, ‘Oh. Well, you know about a few cases like yours then. I wrote a few paragraphs on the Piano Man, but mainly I wrote about another case, in America.’ I feel my cheeks grow hot in the wind as he holds my gaze in his.

‘Oh, remind me, I skimmed parts. Another case like mine?’ He pops a chip into his mouth, interested.

I nod, the wind whipping my hair out around me. ‘Yes, I just thought a lot of cases like yours, and particularly the case I wrote about, had been . . . mismanaged . . . they could have been handled better. I know, I’m hardly one to talk, given everything that’s happened today and the current situation at the hospital, but I mean in terms of diagnosis. Those cases were mishandled. It was bad medical practice.’

Matthew stops chewing now, he nods me on. I continue with caution, it could be a good sign that Matthew is suddenly so interested in diagnoses.

‘I believe that in that particular case the man was misdiagnosed. They said he was malingering but they didn’t do an fMRI.’

‘Malingering?’

‘Faking,’ I clarify.

‘Why did they think he was faking, do you think?’

‘It’s a rare condition. They didn’t scan, like we did. Because medicine is a constantly evolving science and sometimes the science is wrong until it’s proved right. They saw no brain damage and refused to believe in a psychogenic explanation.’ He frowns at the word, so I elaborate. ‘They couldn’t see any actual brain damage so they assumed there was no real problem. They didn’t scan his brain activity. I think his underlying condition was never treated. But you’re right. I think I was chosen for this job because of my hard-line stance on the Piano Man. They wanted you diagnosed correctly . . . without all the media attention. I know!’ I cry. ‘The irony of that given our current media situation is not at all lost on me, Matthew, trust me.’

He smiles. ‘I do, you know,’ he says, looking out towards the waves. ‘Trust you.’

I feel a warmth blossom inside again and try to grapple the conversation back around to medical issues. ‘So, is any of this coming back to you?’ I gesture out to the miles of windblown sand crested with grass-topped dunes. The kind of place people remember even if they’ve never seen it before, a twilight dreamscape, a place between worlds.

He squints out at the vast open space before turning back in the direction of Graceford, a shadow passing over his features. When he looks back at me he sounds disappointed. ‘No. There’s nothing here. Just that first day, just what we already know.’

As we walk back to meet Graceford he touches my arm, stopping me. He comes very close so I can hear him whisper over the roar of the wind, his breath warm on my cheek. ‘Thank you. For coming back here. For trying to help me. I knew you would.’ I look in his eyes, he’s holding something back. He wants to say something but he’s not saying it.

‘Of course,’ I say, gently, glancing down quickly at his hand, still holding my sleeve. The feel of his fingertips through the fabric. When I look back up he’s staring at me, his eyes flick to my lips and I feel my stomach tighten. I look away again, my eyes seeking Graceford in the distance. I take a breath and without thinking I ask the question that’s been bubbling away in my head. ‘Matthew, what did you tell Dr Samuels?’

He lets go of my arm and smiles, surprised by the question. ‘Er, I’m not entirely comfortable,’ he begins hesitantly. ‘Well, I wasn’t comfortable saying it in front of you . . .’

‘Why?’

‘Because you won’t want to hear it,’ he answers, his tone suddenly serious. ‘It’s not a good thing.’

I feel the hairs on the back of my neck raise. Oh God. ‘What do you mean, it’s not a good thing, Matthew?’ The tone of our conversation has changed, the air sucked out of it.

He looks away unsure how to proceed and steps back, putting some distance between us. ‘I just . . . I know how to do certain things. I don’t know how I know these things. And I didn’t want to say, with you there.’ He kicks at the sand, silent for a moment. But I can tell there is more coming, so I give him space. ‘Right, well. When I got hold of that guy this morning – I knew how to kill him, Emma.’ He’s watching for my reaction, I try to keep my face neutral. ‘I don’t mean with the gun. I mean I knew how to kill him. With my hands. And—’ He breaks off. ‘And I really wanted to do it, you know. I knew what it would feel like and I wanted to do it. Because he hurt you.’

‘Okay,’ I say and for a moment I’m so taken aback I can’t think what else to say. He waits for my response and I try to snap back into doctor mode. ‘It’s okay. Whatever you’re feeling is okay. Don’t block it, just let it come as it comes. We’re going to work this out together, Matthew. You are not a bad person. Don’t start to think that. Something bad may have happened to you but you are not bad. Do you understand?’

His hand finds my bandaged one and for a second the dressings seem to confuse him. ‘I won’t let anyone hurt you again, Marni. You know.’

Marni, again.

I wonder if the bandages remind him of my burnt fingers. The burnt fingers he seemed to remember that first night we spoke. The same slippery thought from earlier this morning shimmers into focus. And for a second, I’m certain that this man is something to do with that night fourteen years ago. Two thoughts scream through my head: Is my father still alive? Do you have something to do with him?

And I’m speaking before I can stop myself. ‘Matthew, is there something you want to tell me? About why you’re here? We might not get this chance again.’

He turns quickly to check Graceford’s proximity. She’s still stationed high on the sand dunes ahead, far from hearing distance, but her gaze finds us as we stare across at her.

Matthew focuses on me, an intensity in his eyes. ‘Yes. But not yet,’ he says furtively and I notice he has taken my bandaged hands lightly in his again. ‘There’s something, but I need more time. Can you wait?’

This could be it. This really could be it.

I catch sight of Graceford moving in my peripheral vision, slowly making her way down the dunes towards us. Time really is up.

‘Yes.’ I say swiftly. ‘I can wait.’ He squeezes my hands softly, holding me in his gaze and I feel it through my whole body.


The light is starting to fade by the time we get back to the car and Graceford suggests we leave the other destinations for another day and return to the hospital. I’m pretty sure we won’t get another day but I agree. Matthew has told me he isn’t ready to talk just yet; he’s obviously starting to remember, which is a good sign. I just pray we have the time he needs.

He’s silent as we drive back to the hospital, deep in thought. I try not to read too much into his silence. Try not to guess at his thoughts. He clearly wants to tell me something but he was worried about Graceford. He needs to talk to me on my own. How can I make that happen? But I catch myself with the thought. Being alone with Matthew might not be such a great idea. I think of the way he looked at me on the beach, his gaze travelling to my lips and the telltale flip in my stomach. It’s common for patients to develop feelings for their doctors. And doctors for their patients. But it’s rare for a patient to know so much about their doctor. Rare that anyone could know the things Matthew knows about me. The only other people who know as much about the details of that night are my family and Chris. Matthew feels too close and I shouldn’t have allowed that.

I glance at his reflection in the rear-view mirror. I’m going to have to make sure I keep our relationship purely clinical because what he needs from me, and the way he makes me feel, are starting to scare me.

Thankfully Graceford accompanies us back up to the ward and waits outside the open door to Matthew’s room.

‘I think that’s enough for today. I’ll see you tomorrow, Matthew.’ I keep my tone light but businesslike. There’s no time like the present to set boundaries. ‘We’ll do some more memory exercises in the morning and if we don’t hear from Dr Samuels by the afternoon we can perhaps try another trip then. If you’d find that helpful?’

He ignores my question, starts to unzip his jacket, then pauses. ‘I know it’s not my business, Dr Lewis, but have you thought about going back?’ he says seriously, the quality of his voice matching mine in coolness.

‘Back?’ I ask, confused. ‘Back where?’

‘Have you thought about going back to your old house?’ he explains directly. ‘Where it happened?’

I feel the blood drain from my face. What is he doing?

His gaze moves past me to the bustling corridor beyond the door where Graceford waits. Is he worried she can hear?

Perhaps this is what he wanted to say on the beach? Is he telling me to go back to my old house? Is there something there, at the house?

He reads the confusion on my face and adds carefully, ‘I’m only suggesting it because it might help you. Sometimes the most terrifying thing is our own imaginations. The not knowing. You know? The reality of what happened, whatever it was, the reality will never be as bad as the stories our minds tell us. If you go back, Dr Lewis, you might see that.’

I stare at him. What is he talking about?

If I go back I might see what exactly? I can’t work out from his tone if this is an instruction or well-meaning small talk?

But he holds my gaze, his voice low as he continues. ‘I bet as soon as you get through those gates what happened will seem so much smaller. It’ll feel more manageable.’ I remember what he did for me this morning, how he saved me, how profoundly safe I feel with him.

Is there something there, at the house he wants me to see? Or am I just imagining things again?

I give him a smile, trying to lighten the weight of the moment and draw a line in the sand. Enough for today. ‘Thank you, Matthew. But just to be clear,’ I joke, ‘we definitely didn’t have gates – it wasn’t that kind of place.’

He hesitates, lost for a second before realizing I’m joking then a flash of relief bursts across his face.
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Day 13 – Time to Go Home



I get up early the next morning, slip straight into my running clothes and let myself out quietly into the thick muffling snow. The air’s crisp and fresh and I pick up my pace as soon as I’ve pushed through the low-hinged gate at the back of the lodge. I thought about going out the front entrance but it’s too early to make small talk with the officer stationed in the car out there, Sergeant Greene. And I’m pretty sure he’d veto a morning run and I desperately need to clear my head before going back to work today or I’ll go mad.

He took over last night from Graceford and aside from taking him out a coffee before bed I haven’t said two words to him. He’s a higher rank than Chris and Graceford and he’s certainly less amenable. Chris was waiting with him when Graceford and I got back to the lodge last night. Apparently, after that night the local police wouldn’t be able to offer twenty-four hour protection, Chris explained. I guess Chris had told Sergeant Greene this news might be better coming from him. Inside over tea Chris explained my options: either I could head back to London and they could liaise with my local force on options going forward or I could leave tomorrow with a protected-persons unit, witness protection, if I felt a continuing threat to my safety.

‘Are you joking, Chris?’ I’d scoffed. ‘You seriously think I’m going to change my name again? Run away from this shit again? What about Matthew? I’m his doctor.’

He’d tried to be understanding but the facts had an inescapable harshness. ‘Okay, maybe the protection unit is a little extreme,’ he admitted, ‘but you were attacked today. It was an attempt on your life, Emma. And the media are still at the hospital and, trust me, there are a lot of weird people out there. Maybe London is the best option. I don’t think staying on this job is a good thing for you or your patient at this stage.’

He didn’t stay long. I told him as he left that I’d think about it and make a decision.

I let my stride stretch out as I creak across the fresh snowfall, my feet and bandaged hands still smarting from the basement glass two nights ago. As I find my rhythm, my breath deepens, its reassuring huff and the dampened sounds of the forest working to quiet my mind.

So, what’s my decision?

Up ahead I see a worn path leading off the main track, it’s narrow and overgrown but bends back towards the lodge. I should stay close. I turn off and head into the denser wood, branches scratching and pulling but I keep my pace.

Stay or go?

I think again of what happened to me yesterday – the attack, the anger that vile stranger had towards me. He wanted to take my life. He wanted me to die. I think of the chants and the pickets outside the hospital, and yesterday’s headlines. And I wonder in earnest if all of this was really worth it.

I came here for my career but I stayed for Matthew. To help Matthew, because I’m his doctor and I’m the best and he needed me to stay.

But if I’m honest that’s not my only reason is it? I’m here because of what he said to me that first night. The way he spoke to me. The things he knew that he couldn’t possibly have known. And more than that, the little things about him that seem so familiar to me – his gait, his eyes, the slope of his strong shoulders. No matter how crazy it sounds, the truth is, I’m here because he reminds me of my father. Plain and simple. It’s just a feeling. I have put my life and family and career in jeopardy for a feeling. But there is something there, there’s something he’s not telling me. I think of his advice yesterday. He told me to go back home. I might see something if I go back to that house. Perhaps this is what I’ve been waiting for.

Ahead the path opens out into a small snowy-patched clearing. Something about it not quite right. I slow as I approach, sensing it before I see it.

Something in the undergrowth ahead, a dark huddled mass. I stop abruptly, a shot of pure adrenaline exploding through me.

A man. Someone’s here. I’m not alone. I see him crouching close to the ground, the figure, peering out from the tangled branches, as if somehow just bending down behind the bushes might mask him from my sight.

I flinch back immediately, stumbling away from the figure, a thought flashing through my mind: Has Simon Lichfield, my attacker, been released? My trainers catch on a root and I tumble down, my eyes still glued to the unmoving figure. I freeze, paralysed in the horror of the moment, but as I look on the figure seems to morph. I catch my breath – it’s not my attacker, it’s not a man at all, it’s an object, some kind of bulky fabric, large and strung incongruously onto the winter undergrowth. The draping of it imitating the bulk of a human figure.

A surge of relief bursts through me and I let out a laugh of pure unadulterated joy. Thank God. Oh, thank God. I am such a moron.

I take a moment before scrambling up to my feet. Nothing to be scared of, just good old-fashioned paranoia. Though I remind myself that someone really did try to kill me yesterday, so maybe this error is less paranoia, more due diligence.

Cautiously, I approach the mass. Rich burgundy and deep navy, expensive, it has an open zip running jagged along its length. A discarded puffer jacket – like Matthew’s. No, it’s too large for that. Suddenly realize what it is.

It’s a sleeping bag. Weird.

I wonder how it got here. This is private property far from the road. The bag couldn’t have been flung from a car, dumped as garbage. No, it must have been brought here by someone, then abandoned. I feel the relief drain from my body. Someone has been sleeping out here, just yards from the lodge where I’ve been staying alone. I tell myself not to jump to conclusions.

In London it’s not unusual to stumble on homeless encampments while running through the woodland parks, but out here miles from the nearest village, so close to the lodge, the sleeping bag doesn’t quite sit right. And it doesn’t look like the kind of thing someone down on their luck might own.

I suppress a shudder as I crouch down in front of the offending object. It looks new, its silky shell and plump downy filling scarcely damaged by the winter elements. It hasn’t been here that long, maybe a few nights, maybe as long as I’ve been here? Perhaps I should run back and alert the police officer.

But I hold off, still thinking it through. After everything that’s happened in the last few days there’s a good chance I might be reading too much into this. The bag might just have blown here from a campsite nearby; it wouldn’t be unheard of in the strong coastal winds. Or maybe someone was innocently sleeping out here.

I sweep the clearing for other signs of activity, the innocent detritus that campers leave – food scraps, wrappers, ashes or half burnt twigs. There’s nothing, just the bag.

Huh.

I move to the other side of the clearing and look back in the direction of the lodge – I see patio doors, upstairs windows, all clearly visible from here through the gaps in the branches. All traces of relief leave my body. This is the perfect vantage point for watching the back of the house. My bedroom window is in plain sight. I imagine it lit up in the darkness of night and fear fizzes through me afresh. Whoever was here wasn’t a camper.

They were watching me.

Perhaps they still are – instinctively my eyes flash around me deep into the dense forest, my breath coming in short gasps. But I see no one, no threat in sight. Whoever was here is gone.

It can’t have been Lichfield, my attacker, he’ll still be in custody. And he wouldn’t have known where I was staying until the news broke yesterday. The only people who knew Marni Beaufort was staying here were my family, Peter Chorley and Chris.

Unless? Unless my father was here? Has he come back? I sink down into a squat, my breath sucked from me. If Matthew is something to do with him, if Matthew has a message for me, then could someone else be keeping an eye on me? Could he have been here? I don’t stop to think, I get up, head straight to the sleeping bag and grab it. I pull it to my face, my nose and I inhale. I don’t know why I do it but, I do. I try to smell him. I strain for his almost forgotten scent of cologne and cedar and bonfires. But the bag just smells of factory chemicals and damp. Frustrated I tug it from its tangle of thorns and vigorously shake it out, hoping for what to tumble out I do not know. A message, a note, something. There’s nothing. Only dead leaves fall from inside.

I stand alone and terrified in the clearing, panting, my breath fogging in the air.

The truth of what happened yesterday hits me once again. I very nearly died. I nearly died yesterday, a man tried to kill me. The bullet that grazed Matthew was meant for me. And it wasn’t because of anything I did or didn’t do. It was because of what my father did. I almost died yesterday because of him. For the second time in my life.

He is the cause of everything bad that ever happened to me. He hurt me. He hurt my family. He is the reason we changed our names, he is the reason we left our home, the reason we all tried so hard to start a new life. And I’m still here pining for him. Waiting to find him, to hear it’s all not true, desperate to hear that he’s alive and well and that he’s so, so sorry for what he did.

I toss the sleeping bag away. Whether he was here or whether someone else was here hoping to hurt me it doesn’t matter, the fault is his. I could be at risk for the rest of my life because of him. I feel my anger metastasizing inside me. Only one person is responsible for making me a target. I ball up my hands tight, feeling the wounds ache. Fourteen years of my guilt and wondering what I could have done differently. What I could have done differently! Rage flows molten through me, rage at what he did, at what he tried to do to me and Mum and Joe, rage at the media for twisting everything until we were all no longer victims but figures of hate, like him. But most of all, rage because I know with absolute certainty that, whether he’s alive or not, what my father did won’t ever leave me alone. The legacy he’s left has touched every part of my life, a legacy I never deserved, and one I can’t ever escape from. Or can I? The sound of my own breathing seems to fade out as an idea begins to form.

When I return to Cuckoo Lodge, I head straight around to the front. Sergeant Greene spots me and gets out of his vehicle.

I explain that I will not be leaving for London today and I will not be requiring the protected-person’s unit. I will be finishing my assignment. Sergeant Greene is keen to point out that if I do stay it will be directly against the advice of the Norfolk Constabulary – and I tell him that’s fine.

‘I’ll sign whatever you want me to sign but I’m not going today.’

I watch his car pull out of the long driveway, lock the front door behind me and head straight to the bathroom. I need to take a shower, need to get ready. I peel off my sweat-soaked things and stand for a moment shivering in front of the bathroom’s full-length mirror, thick warm steam filling the tiled room around me. I look at myself. I’m older, I’m not sure when that happened to me. Older every year and yet I don’t seem to get anywhere. Not like Joe. Not like everyone else.

Something needs to change.

I need to move on. Or I’ll blink and my life will be over. I need to close the circle. There doesn’t seem to be any other way to end this. Matthew told me to go back. I need to go back. To see what’s there, to see if my father is still alive, to face the truth and move on. I need to go back.

My mobile vibrates noisily on the windowsill. I look at the number – it’s Peter. I’ve got a feeling I’m going to be getting a lot of calls now that I’ve turned down police advice but that’s something I’m more than happy to deal with. I flick my phone onto silent and the problem disappears.

And as if to reward myself for my decision I let myself slip gently underneath the hot flow of the rainfall shower.

There are no ghosts if you just turn on the lights and I don’t want to be haunted anymore.
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I’m a mile outside Holt when the knot in my stomach tightens in anticipation; I try to ignore it, concentrating on the road ahead.

I don’t have police protection now, not that police protection can insulate you from things that happened years ago. But what if I do need protection from something real, from a threat in the here and now, what if he’s there?

I try to shake off the thoughts as small villages roll past the window. Chocolate-box hamlets. Tudor brick, babbling brooks, humpback bridges, horses, wells, Chaucerian churches and smoking chimney stacks, all that feudal England has to offer. Beautiful and ancient.

The nausea peaks half a mile from Holt. I pull over, swing open my door and retch onto the side of the road, bile chugging out from deep within me. I try not to think of the gas that he filled our house with, of the sharp bitter smell of it. The smell I’d noticed that night but assumed was the smell of spent fireworks.

I wipe my mouth with a tissue from my bag and swing back into the car. I give myself a moment and slide back into gear.

Holt finally comes into view as I make my way around a hedge-rowed bend. I see the local church spire rising in the distance. Nothing remarkable; it’s beautiful, yes, but everything in this part of the world is. Holt’s just another picturesque village among many.

I recognize the slight inconsistencies in my memories as I drive through. A postbox is on the other side of the road from how I remember it. As I pass the church, it looks larger, brighter. Little things my memory has altered, like Chinese whispers, until the reality no longer matches the memory.

I feel the house’s presence before I see it. And for a second, I worry it just won’t be there. It could have been knocked down years ago, I wouldn’t blame anyone either, but as I clear the next corner I see its familiar landmarks. The gentle slope of the drive up towards the old garages, the old stable block, the entrance muffled on both sides with thick concealing hedges.

I slow the car to a crawl, the lane ahead and behind empty. I don’t know if anyone is living there now and the last thing I want to do is drive up to their house and disturb them – there’s every chance they recognize me from the news. I don’t know why I didn’t think about this before.

But as I roll towards the turning I see scaffolding, wrapping around the whole upper corner of the house and a large property developer’s sign. It’s been renovated, perfect. I see the edge of a skip in the driveway and make my decision instantly. I pull off the road and up onto the slope of the driveway.

I park in front of the stable block. The same peeling green paint, the same sloped concrete and guttering. Not yet renovated, I wonder how much of the rest of the house is still as it was.

I shake off the thought and kill the engine. Silence fills the car.

I look up at the house through the windscreen. No builders. It doesn’t seem like anyone is working here today, perhaps it’s too cold for building work.

I make my way past the rubble-filled skip and through the walled arch that leads to the front of the house. I search the corners of the walls for CCTV cameras but then I remember we’re not in London. Not every building here has cameras outside it. There’s nothing. I won’t show up snooping around on any grainy security footage online.

I won’t be here long. I don’t know what I’m looking for exactly but if there’s something or someone here I’m sure I’ll find them.

I make my way towards the little diamond of glass above the front-door knocker. I raise my hand to shade my view and peer into the darkness. The same tiles on the floor. The sight of them takes my breath away for a second. The rich red terracotta of them, as if not an hour has passed since we left. I pull away, trembling. I take a breath in and depress the handle. Locked.

I look back inside, past the vestibule to where the tiles end in a step up and Georgian floorboards take over. The walls are white now. Everything white, fresh and new, light bouncing through a hallway that used to be so dark and cosy. There’s nobody there. I tap gently on the glass and wait. The house inside remains still. I can see the edge of the first step on the staircase and no further.

I pull away and follow the exterior wall of the house around to the living-room window. It’s so different inside, with state-of-the-art bi-fold doors that let the garden light pour in. The wood burner is long gone and a fireplace with a decorative display of stacked wood is in its place. But nobody’s in sight.

I move around the building again to the dining-room window and see a bright clean empty space inside. The kitchen next door a box-fresh copper-and-slate dream, but my scouring eyes find no answers.

I follow the wall on, then hesitate before the next window. The bare tangled branches of the trellised wisteria are still oddly intact and dusted with snow around the window latticing. I know what this room is. This was his study. An image of him burns through my mind, the way he was before, hunched over his keyboard hard at work, his papers spread around him. Him looking up at me in the doorway and smiling, nearly finished work, nearly done.

Why did he do what he did? The thought comes piercing and strong until I cut it dead. Right now, that’s not important, what is important is what’s in that room at the moment. I brace myself, for what I don’t know. For the face of an old man looking back at me, for the face of the man who let me down as much as another human can – and yet I want to see that face.

I take a strong galvanizing breath and look inside. Eyes stare back at me. I gasp, then realize it’s my own reflection in the glass, my eyes looking back at me. Then the room beyond takes shape in the dim light. My heart sinks. He’s not here.

My eyes search for something, anything to wedge my memories into, some kind of clue, but this room is just a room. He is not there. There are no clues, no messages, I’ve misread this whole situation. He has gone – he died fourteen years ago and now the only place he lives is in my head. He is just a figment of my imagination.

I pull back emotions so raw and near to the surface I can’t tell if I’m going to laugh or cry. I brace myself against the snowy wisteria branches, letting out a jagged breath I didn’t even know I was holding. I laugh as tears run down my face. I turned the lights on and there was nothing there. No ghosts. He’s not real.

My heart breaks and yet . . . I’m glad.

There are no clues here. Matthew is not a messenger. He has nothing to do with my past, he’s just another patient with problems all his own. I pull myself from the wall, brushing the stray snow from my coat with trembling hands.

And when I look up I see them.

My eyes land directly on them, nestled around the back of the house, as real and as solid and immutable as the building and the trees and the sky. Gates. A brand-new entranceway in from the road, sealed with wrought-iron electric gates.

The ground seems to pull away beneath me like a wave beneath a ship.
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I try to call the hospital on the way, one hand on the wheel, one on the phone, but the signal is patchy and the automated hospital phone system transfers me from one departmental hold tone to the next.

I try to stay calm, I try to think of a logical explanation as to why and how Matthew could have known about those gates. How could he have known unless he had been there? When had he been there? Had he been there before his accident? Or had he somehow managed to leave the hospital since? Was the sleeping bag I found in the woods this morning his? Has he been leaving the hospital at night? But that’s not possible surely? How could he have left the hospital without anyone noticing? I think of the crowds outside, the security guards, the press. Rhoda. He’d have to be some kind of genius to get past all of that.

But then I remember how he saved me yesterday, the bullet he took for me, the military arriving. And the idea of him sneaking out of his ward doesn’t seem quite so crazy.

I scroll through my mobile as I drive; I have three missed calls from Peter, which I really can’t deal with right now. I find Nick Dunning’s personal number in my contacts and tap. I have no idea what I’ll say when he answers but I need to know if Matthew is still there in the hospital. Because I have a sinking feeling that he isn’t.

Nick’s mobile goes straight to voicemail and not knowing exactly how to frame a message I hang up without leaving one. What would I say? My patient has been to my childhood home, somehow. How would I explain that I knew from the start he knew my real name? I scroll to Chris’s number, my thumb hovering over it. But again, what would I tell him? That I followed my patient’s advice instead of his? That I thought everything that was happening here was to do with me when there’s clearly something else going on? No. I toss my phone into my bag and focus on the road ahead.

When I get to the hospital I pull up around the back and head straight to the second floor.

Rhoda and another nurse look up as I run into the ward, trying to assess the situation. Rhoda frowns as I fly past them. An elderly patient reaches out to touch my arm as I slip by the nurses’ station but I pull away with a quick apology and keep moving.

Matthew’s bed is empty and made. Everything is as it should be, but no Matthew. I toss my bag onto his bed and run back to the nurses’ station.

‘Rhoda. Have you seen him anywhere?’ I pant.

‘Matthew? He was here a minute ago. He’s probably outside in the sunshine.’

Outside? Surely, she can’t mean out the front with the press? Then I remember the hospital garden. I turn so fast my shoes squeak on the floor.

I burst outside into the cold sunlit snow disturbing a group of relatives sitting with a bundled-up patient.

Try not to look crazy, Em. Try not to look like you’ve just lost your only patient, even if you have somehow managed to do just that.

I scan the garden. It’s just me and them. No Matthew. The family group stares at me, I’m sure they recognize me from the TV news, the doctor on the TV. I manage to muster what I hope constitutes a reassuring smile and aim it at them while my mind reels.

Where is he? And who the hell is he? It must have been him in the woods watching me, but why? He’s had so many chances to hurt me – hell, he even saved my life yesterday. What is he up to?

And that’s when I feel it, behind me, a gentle tug on the elbow of my jacket. I turn, thoughts still whirring, and look down to see a little old man gently tugging my sleeve. It’s the old man who tried to get my attention at the nurses’ station a moment ago. Now that I look at him properly it’s clear he isn’t a patient – no slippers, no wristband and wearing outdoor civilian clothes.

He peers up at me questioningly, his white hair balding on top, his pink scalp shining through from underneath.

’Excuse me?’ he says.

‘Yes?’

‘Sorry to bother you, Dr Lewis, I see you’re busy,’ His voice is friendly with a local lilt. ‘But could you tell me where I could find Stephen?’

‘Stephen?’ I repeat, confused.

‘Oh, yes. Sorry. Nobody seems to know what I’m talking about today. Must have put me teeth in funny.’ He chuckles. ‘Yes, Stephen. Tall chap, dark hair, easy on the eye.’ He smiles jovially. ‘I just . . . well I saw the local paper yesterday on the bus and . . . well I usually get my news from the radio but when I saw the paper I happened to see Stephen looking out at me. Hadn’t seen him for a couple of weeks. Thought I’d come say hello.’ He peers up at me hopefully.

I feel a cold dread rising inside me. Tall, dark hair, easy on the eye. A million questions crowd out any single utterance. I gawp at him, dumbfounded, like a complete fucking moron.

‘ ’Cos, you’re his doctor, aren’t you, dear?’

‘What is your name, please?’ I ask carefully.

‘Er. Nigel. Nigel Wilton.’

‘And who is Stephen to you, Mr Wilton?’ I try to quell the tsunami of panic rising inside me.

‘Oh, well, er, I suppose I was a kind of beau of his late mother, Lillian.’ Nigel blinks at me with a mixture of mild confusion and bashfulness.

‘I’m sorry, I’m not sure I’m following you, Mr Wilton?’

‘Well, Stephen had been living in London before his mother got ill. And then he came back up here when she moved into the care home before she died last year. I met him a few times. Very private, very quiet. He was sorting out her things afterwards. Setting everything in order. I think the loss hit him hard. I was quite worried about him. I confess I did try and stop in at the house the last few weeks but I never did see him, and the house was locked up. I thought he’d gone back to London and then bam! – I see his face all over the free paper on the bus.’

I sink down into the seat by the garden door.

Matthew is Stephen. Oh shit. Shit, shit, shit.

The old man bends to cup my hand in his, his kind, wrinkled face worried. ‘Is everything all right, dear?’

I feel a wave of nausea crest inside me so violently that I have to dip my head between my legs until it passes. I have a vague awareness of Nigel rubbing my shoulder, murmuring something comforting.

Finally, I look up into his eyes. ‘Mr Wilton. What is Stephen’s surname?’

‘Ah, well, that’s a tricky one. Now his mother’s surname was Merriman. Lillian Merriman. But when he started doing his acting he changed it, I think . . . to McNabb. Yes. That was it. McNabb, I’m sure of it. He told me why he changed it but I forget. Personally, I think he just fancied the sound of it. Got more of a ring to it . . .’

Nigel keeps talking but I’m no longer listening.

An actor? Oh, holy fuck.

Matthew is an actor. And apparently, not one that anyone in the country recognizes. The story slams together in my mind. A lonely unemployed man tries to take his life after his mother dies. Something went wrong and he was found wandering by the police. He’s been lying since the beginning. No, wait, he can’t have been lying. I scanned him, I verified a fugue. His memory must have started coming back after the fMRI, after that last panic attack. And he kept it to himself. Perhaps that’s what he wanted to tell me on the beach? Perhaps he wanted just a little bit longer playing Matthew. I suppose here, with us, he wasn’t alone anymore. He just didn’t want all this to end. He’s been faking.

How could I have been so incredibly wrong about this?

My life pasted across the headlines. My career hanging by a thread. For this? For a malingering actor? Did he try to tell me who he really was? Was I just not listening?

I rise without a word and stride away from poor Mr Wilton mid-sentence. Regardless of the whys and the self-blame and everything that will come after, I know with pure clarity that I need to find Matthew, as soon as I can.

When I get back to his empty room, I shut the door securely behind me, drawing the curtain in the door’s window. I search his room, tearing it apart, emptying his locker, riffling through his few spare clothes. I strip his bed, pulling pillows from pillowcases and sheets from the mattress. And that’s when I find it, nestled underneath the mattress up by the headboard. An iPhone in a dirty plastic Ziploc bag. I rip it out and scroll through its history.

Searches.

Oh my God.

Searches on Stephen McNabb. Searches on Stephen Merriman. Notes in the note app titled Stephen. An address I don’t recognize in Norfolk, and directions to it. A note headed Dr Emma Lewis. Beneath it a link to the article I wrote on fMRI testing years ago. The times I arrive at the hospital, the times I leave. My old home address. He was there, he saw those gates. I think of his face yesterday when I joked about not having gates, and remember how concerned he looked by my joke. He knew he’d made a mistake. He knew he wouldn’t have long until I figured it out, if the MOD hadn’t worked it out yet already. He knew he’d have to go back to being Stephen and then all of this would stop.

The notes on me say nothing more. Nothing about my past, nothing about the location of Cuckoo Lodge. It can’t have been him in the woods, how would he have known where to find me?

I pause. And how did he know the things he knew about me, about my past? There are no notes on that. No notes about Rhoda. How would he have known that my house had been filled with gas? I scour the phone’s history for some mention of it but there is nothing there. Nothing about Marni, nothing about Rhoda.

How could he possibly know those things about us without looking them up? And last week my identity wasn’t something you could exactly google.

I need to find him.

I find the last search in the phone’s history. It tells me exactly where he’s gone. It’s Google Maps, directions from the hospital to a location. But why would he go there? I stare at the screen confused and slowly the truth of what Stephen is doing clicks into place.

Oh no. No, no, no.

He’s knows he’s been found out and he’s going back to finish what he started. Two weeks ago Stephen Merriman tried to commit suicide and failed and today he’s heading back to the same spot. He doesn’t want to be Stephen. He doesn’t want to go back to that life. I understand his thinking: once the press get hold of this information Stephen’s life will be plastered across the Internet for all to judge. If his life wasn’t hard already it will be unbearable once his identity breaks. I have to stop him from doing what I think he might be doing. I pocket his phone and run.

|   |   |

I burst out of the security door at the back of the hospital and into the car park colliding with Rhoda coming the other way. Her hands fly to her chest with surprise but I barely slow to register her before sprinting on towards my rental car. I fish around desperately in my bag for the car keys but I can’t seem to find them anywhere. Frantic, I tip the entire contents of the bag out onto the tarmac. ‘Everything okay?’ Rhoda asks, crouching to help me scoop up the contents of my bag. ‘Graceford was looking for you. She’s gone to the garden.’

Shit, Graceford. I don’t have time for that right now. The last thing this situation needs is a uniformed police officer.

‘Someone’s taken my car keys,’ I blurt instead. ‘I left my bag in Matthew’s room, and now my keys are gone.’ I realize I must look insane to her, scrambling around on the ground, sifting through my worldly possessions. Two more missed calls from Peter on my mobile. Ugh. ‘Fuck, I literally just had them,’ I mutter. Either someone took them or I must have dropped them, or put them down somewhere.

‘Did you find Matthew?’ She frowns down at me, confused.

I’m not really listening. I’m scanning the car park for something heavy. I remember what the man at the car rental company said. There’s a spare key inside the car manual folder in the glove box, passenger side. I see what I’m looking for over by the wall next to the clinical waste bins.

That’ll do.

I race over to it.

‘Because I can’t find him anywhere. I looked in the garden, and he’s not on the ward or out here. Should we tell security?’ Rhoda calls over to me, her tone anxious.

I heft the brick in my bandaged hand as I run back to the car.

This should work. But then I’ve never really done this before, so what would I know?

‘He’s gone,’ I say, breathlessly pulling up opposite her, the car between us. She eyes the brick. ‘But I think I know where he he’ll be.’ I pull back my arm as Rhoda finally seems to put two and two together.

‘Wait!’ she shouts as I start swinging the brick forward. ‘What the hell are you doing, you crazy—’

The car window flashes milky on impact, shattering to crumbs. My hand burns white-hot, as the sharp crumbles of glass rain over it and I drop the brick. I use my elbow now to push in the crumbled glass that still holds. Once it’s clear I reach through the gap, pop open the glove box door, pull out the manual and unearth the key. My hand is on fire. I flex the fingers and use my other hand to depress the spare door fob. The satisfying clunk of the central locking opening. We’re in.

I peer at Rhoda over the roof of the car. ‘Rhoda, can you drive?’ She stares at me open mouthed. If the pain in my hand weren’t so bad I might find her expression quite funny.

‘Rhoda! Can you drive?’ I say, louder, shouting now.

She seems to recover and her focus clicks in. She may not have been her best self in the crisis yesterday, but I almost see her make the decision that she damn well will be today.

‘Yes, I can drive,’ she answers. She yanks open the unlocked driver’s door and slides in. I brush the glass crumbs from the passenger seat with the sleeve of my coat as I dive in next to her, slamming the door behind me.

I push the ignition key into her outstretched palm and we lock eyes.

‘Where to?’ she says, turning the engine over and slipping into first gear.

‘The beach. Head out toward Holkham – that’s where he’ll be. We need to get there fast, Rhoda!’ I say.

She nods, and once we calmly clear the security barrier she floors the accelerator and we screech out onto the main road.
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The car hares down the snowy country lanes, Rhoda’s hands tightly gripping the wheel as we bend into the next turn.

I pray that we don’t hit a patch of ice.

I’ve had time to think on the drive. I tried to call Chris but outside of King’s Lynn the phone signal has dropped away and I don’t have the benefit of the lodge’s Wi-Fi out here. The only way to get help is to find it in person or get somewhere with reception. But we don’t have time for that.

Up ahead it comes into view, the lay-by and the path leading directly down to the beach. He’ll be there. God, I hope he’ll be there. My eyes shoot to Rhoda. ‘Once you drop me, just GO!’I shout over the wind buffeting in through my broken window. ‘Just go. Okay? Get to somewhere with phone signal and call Chris Poole.’

I scramble into my bag for my wallet, fumble out the crumpled slip of paper with Chris’s phone number and thrust it at her.

‘Do you understand, Rhoda? Don’t call the police! All right?’ Her eyes flash to me for a second, as she shifts down into third gear, and then she quickly snatches the paper. She moistens her lips, eyes back on the road. ‘Just Chris!’ I tell her again. ‘Okay? Whatever you do, do not call the police.’ If Stephen is there to take his own life, the sight of uniformed police showing up to potentially arrest him is not going to help me convince him that everything is going to be okay.

I search Rhoda’s face. She’s weighing my request. She knows that the police might be exactly the people she should be calling. But her intuition will be telling her, too, that the police might cause more harm here than good. Police might escalate this far too quickly.

‘Okay,’ she answers finally, out of time, as we crunch into the lay-by. ‘No police. Just Chris. Got it! Go! Go!’

I fly out of the car before it even stops moving and I’m running. Pounding across the lay-by’s shingle and onto the beach path, sand flying out behind me. My breath rasps high in my throat as I hear the whine of the rental car reversing behind me. She’s going to get Chris. To get help.

Because I’m not sure I can stop him by myself.

The trail opens out onto the vast sweep of Holkham Beach, the wind pummelling me as I head up the steep bank of the nearest dune. I need a good vantage point.

I scramble to the top and catch my breath, gasping in air, a cramp spasm deep in my side. I scan the horizon.

A black speck in the distance, hard to see at first. The tide is out and he’s walked out across the wet sand to meet it. If he gets in the water at this temperature he won’t last long before he slips under. That must be his plan, his original plan. I bound down the shifting slope and race across the endless flat stretch of the beach.

A hundred yards from him I slow my pace, breath heaving in and out of me. He’s not wearing shoes, he’s taken them off, no coat either.

‘Matthew?’ I yell over the wind.

Either he doesn’t hear me or he doesn’t want to. I try again, louder, as I jog out towards him but he doesn’t turn. I try something else.

‘Stephen!’

He stops in his tracks.

I stop now too. There’s fifty yards between us and I watch, panting, as he turns to face me. He holds my gaze, exposed, for a long moment. His eyes full of so much – so much apology, so much vulnerability, so much understanding – and then with a sad smile he shrugs, not carelessly but as a kind of explanation.

Something about it is so touching my heart yawns wide open in my chest. His borrowed clothes, his borrowed life, his cold bare feet and the fact that no one even missed Stephen. Almost two weeks on the front page of every national paper, on the news daily and only doddery old Nigel Wilton recognized him. Stephen has no one.

But Matthew, Matthew had everyone. It was a no-brainer.

He watches me as I approach him again and when I’m close enough he opens his mouth to speak.

‘It was the gates, wasn’t it?’ he calls over the howl of the wind.

I nod. ‘And . . . you had a visitor today.’

He frowns, perplexed.

‘Nigel. A friend of your mother’s?’

His eyebrows shoot up and he lets out a surprised laugh. ‘Ah, I see.’

‘Stephen, I’m sorry about what happened to you. About your loss.’

He nods mutely, eyes cast across the dunes in the distance. ‘I never meant for all this you know, Emma.’

‘I know you didn’t,’ I say.

Because we never do, do we? Any of us. Sometimes we just start down a road and before we know it things spiral out of control. People get hurt. We get hurt.

‘Will you come back with me, Stephen? To the hospital?’

He looks past me, back towards the forest, considering his options. ‘Is it just you here, Emma?’

‘Yes. I got someone to drop me. They went back to get help. I wasn’t sure what I would find when I got here.’ I catch a flicker of something behind his eyes and quickly add, ‘But I can tell them not to come. We can get somewhere with signal then we can just sort this all out together,’ I continue. ‘Just you and me. I promise.’

But that’s a lie. We both know it. We can’t sort this out together. Because now I know who he is. I know and I will have to tell other people and those people will tell other people and then the whole world will know that he lied. So, no, this can’t all be sorted out between us.

He knows the game has ended. Unless I decide to try to keep it going.

He studies me for a long moment, weighing his options. ‘I’ve been trying to get you on your own for so long now,’ he says, his eyes warm with feeling. ‘I wanted you to know. I wanted to tell you, just you – I thought if I could explain everything to you maybe you’d understand – but there were always other people just around the corner. I wanted to be your Matthew so much.’

‘Come back with me and we can talk, Stephen. I promise you. Just us.’

‘I don’t think so, Emma.’ He shakes his head. ‘I think I’ll stay here. But thank you. And I’m sorry, you know. Sorry for everything, everything that’s happened to you because of me.’

For putting my career in danger, my life.

He waits for a moment, eyes cast into the distance beyond me as he gives a final nod and turns back towards the sea.

‘Stephen, you don’t have to do this!’ I shout after him.

He turns back suddenly, the flood gates seeming to burst within him, as words pour violently from him, vibrating with emotion.

‘I do! All my life, Emma, all my life I’ve been invisible. I thought if I left here, if I went somewhere new, to London, if I started a new life, a new job, things would change. I’d live this amazing life, out there in the world. I’d have these brilliant friends and be part of something bigger, something important. I’d connect. I’d create, tell stories. But it didn’t happen that way, it just didn’t. It’s lonely out there. And people aren’t often kind, they’re just as broken and as cruel as us. I wasted years, years of my life and on what? Chasing some notion, some dream. And meanwhile the only person I ever really had died. The only real connection I had.’ He frowns. ‘She’d forgotten everything by the time I made it back up here. My mother. I kept putting it off. I knew she was getting worse and I waited too long. She’d forgotten me – she’d forgotten she even had a son! I don’t think people can understand how much that hurts. The only real connection you have just evaporating. I could have gone back to London after the funeral, back to my own life, back to my one-bed flat and my shitty part-time job, but why? There’s nothing there for me! I could have gone back and hoped for the best, hoped that someday . . . what? That I’d meet somebody? Somebody who really sees me? Who really cares? Who can get past the surface? Do you know how hard that is? The statistical likelihood of that happening? And the lonelier you get the harder it is to hide it. It festers inside you, like a wound you can’t conceal. People sense it, they sense it more the harder you try to hide it. And I’m tired of hiding it. I’m tired of waking up every morning to a future I can’t quite see. So, in answer to your question: yes, Emma. Yes, I do have to do this, because I don’t want to go back to the way things were – and I certainly don’t want to go back to worse. I would have given anything to be Matthew and I can’t be Stephen anymore.’ His words hang in the air, his chest heaving from the storm of words. His eyes scan the pine forest behind me, lost, because what more can he say really?

I understand, more than he can ever know. And what he says is true. Things will be worse after this – for both of us. He might face criminal charges for wasting police time, fraud – he might spend the rest of his life in and out of mental health facilities. The press will come down hard on him for wasting NHS funds, lying to the public, and the most cardinal of sins – tricking them. It will be hard for him to put his life back together, to find the connection he so craves. But then some people never do. I know I haven’t.

I wish there were something I could do to fix this. I was so wrapped up in my own life that I didn’t see what was happening right in front of me. I let him down. The guilt is overwhelming. And as I stand here, caught in the amber of the moment, the wind whipping my hair across my eyes, I remember the words we learnt at school. We didn’t recite the Hippocratic Oath during training or swear it but we learnt a modern version of its tenets.


THE HEALTH AND WELL-BEING OF MY

PATIENT WILL BE MY FIRST CONSIDERATION.

I WILL RESPECT THE AUTONOMY

AND DIGNITY OF MY PATIENT.

I WILL RESPECT THE SECRETS THAT

ARE CONFIDED IN ME, EVEN AFTER

THE PATIENT HAS DIED.



The secrets. I watch him turn away from me defeated. I can’t let him kill himself. And I don’t want to make his life worse. Do no harm.

Because who has he harmed in all this really? What would be gained by making Matthew be Stephen? I will respect the secrets that are confided in me. Perhaps we can let Stephen disappear and Matthew can just take his place.

‘MATTHEW!!’ I call out now loud over the wind. ‘There’s another option!’ I shout. ‘If you’ll trust me there is another option.’ And I say it with such surety I almost convince myself.
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The Man

Day 13 – Best Laid Plans



She explains her plan to me as we walk back towards the car. She hasn’t asked yet how I got here but as we round the path back to the car park the question answers itself.

‘It’s Rhoda’s,’ I say as she throws me a look. Her forehead creased with concern. ‘She doesn’t know I took it.’ I clarify. ‘I didn’t ask.’

I’m not surprised at her concern because her plan is risky. Very risky. But I always knew she’d help me, that she’d be this way: brave, strong. That’s why I chose her, because she’d try to help no matter the cost to herself.

I wish in a way I’d found her years ago. Things might have been different.

They might have been. They might be yet.

Her plan is simple. I’m going to disappear. Her patient Matthew will disappear. She’ll pretend she never found me on the beach today, she’ll pretend she never heard the name Stephen McNabb, she’ll keep my secret and I can just disappear. All I have to do is promise I won’t hurt myself. She wants me to take her to my mother’s house. She wants to make sure I have everything I’ll need in order to leave – money, documents. She’s not sure yet she can trust me not to hurt myself the moment she turns her back. It’s reassuring but she couldn’t be further from the truth.

I like her. For all her damage there’s a clarity to her, a courage. I knew there would be. I knew she’d understand.

I pull Rhoda’s car into the drive of the little wood-framed seafront house. The house that belonged to the late Lillian Merriman. A compact well-tended garden, lace curtains hanging in the well-proportioned windows, sun-faded paint peeling off the woodwork. Quaint, homely.

I lead Emma up the path and stop at the front door, reaching overhead to lift a key from inside a hanging basket. My elbow brushes against her hair as I do and she moves aside for me, her cheeks flushed. I slide the key into the lock.

Inside it’s dim, the curtains drawn. I flick on the lights and a warm glow floods the open-plan space. Bohemian and dishevelled. Stacks of magazines, piles of books. Old photographs pinned directly into the wood of the walls. A treasure trove of curios, antique low furniture, all slightly faded, slightly broken down.

I watch Emma’s face as she drinks it all in. A glimpse into a history, a life. If there’s one thing to be said about Lillian, it’s that she had great taste. And somehow the ferns and potted plants that litter the room have stayed alive despite not being watered for weeks. Their fronds still plump and green in the chink of sunlight peeking through the curtained French doors. She pulls their fabric back and winter sunlight floods the room from the beach beyond the glass. She peers out at the waves, the bank of snow-sprinkled dunes. We’re only a twenty-minute walk from where I was found.

‘It’s beautiful,’ she remarks, the light from outside throwing her features into relief.

‘It is,’ I agree as she turns back to me.

‘Will you miss it?’ she asks.

I look around the lived-in room; it’s been good to me. ‘Some of it, I suppose.’ She’s studying my face. Wondering at what thoughts might be buzzing around beneath. I wonder what she sees.

‘I suppose I should get my things together, then?’ I say, breaking the tension. It’s what we agreed. I’ll gather enough clothes to last a few days. I’ll gather Stephen McNabb’s passport, driving licence, wallet and other information and then I’ll disappear. I’ll take Rhoda’s car and dump it somewhere along the way. Matthew will simply vanish. And I’ll go on to live the rest of my life somewhere else.

It’s a nice idea.

She nods and I head through the doorway into the connecting bedroom leaving her to look around. I know it won’t be long until she notices so I sit down on the edge of the bed and wait. My hands quiver as I look at them. So much rides on what happens next. I look up at the bedroom wall in front of me. Research. Months of work. Months of planning. News clippings, plans, logistics to get Emma here, alone, now. Not that I can remember doing most of it. A small article has fallen to the floor, a clipping about an Afro-Caribbean nurse attacked in a park. I stand and pin it back up next to the photo of Rhoda on the board. Alongside it old articles on Marni Beaufort. The Charles Beaufort inquiry. Sixteen-year-old Marni in paparazzi photos, her fingers bandaged on her left hand.

In the beginning I’d only been looking into Dr Emma Lewis – it’s her I need – but Dr Lewis’s history only went back so far. But I had resources, so I dug deeper; I’ve got good at that over the years. And in Dr Lewis’s past I found Marni Beaufort. With her burnt fingers and her dead dad.

I scan the wall, my wall, so many faces, faces from the hospital, snippets of their lives, little memories stored deep inside my mind. The first time I saw this wall, after the phone brought me here three days ago, I studied it and things started to come together. I realized how I knew half of what I knew. My research, clues I’d left myself. The extent of what I might have done wakening inside me.

I listen to her out there, the soft shuffle of her feet, the plumph of her turning over Lilian’s old books. I relish these last few moments. It won’t take long until she sees the photographs of Stephen on the wall, Stephen and his mother Lillian. Photographs of them gardening, of her visiting him in London, of his smiling face, similar to mine but different. Very different really. But I chose someone believable it seems. I think I always do. Someone whose passport photo is close enough to me to be plausible. And no one really looks like their passport photo anyway, do they? We all lose a few pounds, we change our hair, we get older.

The room next door has gone silent; she’s stopped moving out there. It must be happening. I go over to the doorway and watch her. Her back to me, as she peers at the photographs pinned to the wall, her hand gently resting on one in particular, a faded colour photo. Though her back is turned I feel it happen, I feel the realization slowly take her, sinking into every bone in her body, I feel the air in the house around us thicken. I feel her fear as she realizes that the person in the house with her isn’t who she thinks it is.

She must feel my eyes on her because she straightens, slowly, and turns, trying so hard to keep calm, to stay in control, to not let the huge waves of panic sweeping through her engulf and drown her. She’s already seen what I can do. She saw yesterday in the hospital. She knows there’s no point in running.

I give her my most reassuring smile. What else can I do? After all, I like her. I want her to feel safe. All of this is for her.

She holds my gaze. Her expression a careful mask. She’s calculating her options. I would be too.

I step into the room slowly. I don’t want to spook her. She starts to speak but the words catch, she clears her throat and tries again. ‘You’re not Stephen.’

‘No.’

She blinks. ‘Who are you?’

I think for a second how best to answer.

‘I don’t know,’ I say, because that’s the truth. If I knew, I wouldn’t be here; I wouldn’t need her.

She takes a moment to absorb this, then nods. ‘And what happened to the real Stephen?’

I wonder for a moment if I should lie, if I should keep the terrible truth from her longer. But then I realize she can’t help me if I keep lying. ‘I’m not entirely sure yet,’ I say, very carefully, ‘but I’m pretty certain I killed him.’ I drop the British accent now too, letting myself slip back into my American vowel sounds. Her eyes flare, blazing at me from across the room. She swallows. She’s terrified. I can’t blame her. So was I when I remembered some of the things I’ve done.

‘I need your help, Emma. Do you think you can help me?’ I say it tenderly, I want her to know she is safe with me, she is protected.

Her eyes flash to the door and back to me.

‘I don’t want to hurt you, Emma, I promise. I just need your help. I just need you to listen to me, please. I need you to tell me how to fix this. How to fix my mind. Can we just talk?’

She moistens her bottom lip, eyes alive as she studies me intently. She seems to reach a conclusion and her demeanour changes ever so slightly. She seems to settle back into the room. Then nods her head decisively. ‘Okay. Let’s do this. We can do this. Let’s talk.’ She looks around the room, her eyes alighting on the two armchairs that face to look out at the sea beyond. She gestures over to them. ‘Shall we?’
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Zara & Chris

Day 13 – Time Out



Zara’s hair is scraped up tight into a messy bun, loose strands framing her face, as she tries to keep her voice even. ‘I know it was my idea, Chris, but I want you to come back.’ Chris is perched on the edge of their bed, his eyes fixed on the thick pile carpet they chose together six months ago. ‘I was angry, Chris. Come on, you’re no angel, you lied to me. You didn’t tell me you knew her, who she was. I just find a text and I’m supposed to understand why you want to go for a secret drink with another woman? We don’t keep secrets.’

Chris stays quiet, he hasn’t told her what happened the night before last either. The kiss. That long warm kiss fifteen years in the making. He can’t tell Zara how he lights up when he sees Emma, how she lets him look after her, how she makes him feel needed. And how Zara doesn’t. How he needs Zara more than she needs him and no matter how long they’ve been together he still feels closer to Emma.

‘Say something, Chris,’ she prompts, her voice quiet, hopeful.

Chris looks up at her, at his stuff littering the floor of their bedroom, at the honeymoon suitcase open next to him on the bed. ‘Honey, if I had told you who she was you would have just written about it, wouldn’t you?’ He says it almost tenderly because he reasons – though who’s he to judge – he promised to love Zara forever and he barely made a year.

‘That’s not fair, Chris. I might not be an angel but don’t pretend that’s the reason you didn’t tell me you’d invited her for a drink. Because you were worried I’d write a story about Charles Beaufort. I’m not an idiot. You asked her out for a drink because you wanted to spend time with her. You missed her right? You liked her, back then, didn’t you? Did you guys go out? Did you sleep together back then?’

Chris looks at Zara’s unmade-up face, her eyes red, her cheeks wet, but still so beautiful and he feels a deep ache of guilt. Marni and him didn’t go out. He never asked her, he’d been too afraid he’d ruin their relationship, their closeness, that he’d scare her away. So, no, they never slept together. And when Marni left, after her father’s death and everything that happened after, he thought about her a lot. He wrote her a letter but hadn’t known where to send it. He’d asked the school to pass it on but they couldn’t. So, he’d got on with his life, he’d gone to university and had fallen in love with the closest girl he could find that reminded him of Marni. Thick brown hair, golden freckles, an infectious laugh. This was before he came back to Brancaster and got together with Zara for real. Perhaps it had been the way Marni left, the gap she left behind in his life, but he thought about her a lot. Less and less over the years, but every now and then so strong. He didn’t think he’d see her again. He wouldn’t have made a promise if he’d known she’d come back.

Chris knows he could tell Zara all of that, but why would he hurt her more? What good would it do to explain the reasons? And Zara shouldn’t have done what she did. ‘You’re making this about me Zee. What you did to her was bad. Really bad. It’s like you don’t think the things you do affect people. You broke into her house. You’re so lucky that she hasn’t pursued this. Her hands and feet were bleeding, you know. And what you did about her identity, that was just cruel, really cruel. It put her in direct—’

Chris’s iPhone blares to life on the dresser, on the other side of the room, its jaunty tune painfully at odds with the tone of their conversation. Chris makes a move towards it.

Zara’s eyes flare. ‘Don’t you dare answer that, Chris. Not right now.’

Chris squeezes his eyes shut and lets out a loud sigh. He sits back down on the bed as they wait, wordlessly, for the call to ring out.

After the silence settles Zara collects her thoughts. ‘I was angry, Chris. I’ve apologized. I’ve said I’m sorry. There’s no way I could have known what would happen yesterday, you know that. Lichfield was hardly my fault. I couldn’t know someone would try to hurt her. You can’t blame me for that—’

The phone bursts to life again, insistently.

‘Jesus, fucking, Christ!’ Zara whips around, picking it up without checking the number. ‘WHAT!’ A voice on the other end muffled and Zara’s hand flies up to her forehead. ‘Sorry! Oh God, sorry. Yes, yes, he is. Who is this? Okay, one second.’ She holds out the phone to Chris. ‘It’s a nurse from the hospital.’

‘Who?’

‘She didn’t say her name.’


Seconds later Chris bursts from the bedroom and bounds down the stairs taking two at a time. ‘And have you called anyone else?’ he asks.

Chris frowns at Rhoda’s reply, then asks, ‘Why would she say that?’ At the base of the stairs he shrugs on his uniform jacket and rattles his pocket for car keys as he listens to the answer.

‘Okay, listen, it doesn’t matter, I’m on my way. No, you go back to the hospital if you’re on duty, she said just me, right?’

Zara appears at the top of the staircase. Where are you going? she mouths, her expression racked with guilt. Chris looks up at her and raises a hand – they’ll pick up this conversation later.

His attention is drawn back to the phone. ‘No, it’s okay. Don’t worry. I’m on my way to Holkham now,’ he says, turning away from his wife. ‘I’ll be there as soon as I can.’



44

Dr Emma Lewis

Day 13 – Talk Therapy



We sink down into the two chairs, opposite each other, and I steal a fleeting look to the front door – it’s too far and besides even if I managed to make it out onto the road I know he would catch me. I’d feel the weight of him crashing into me from behind and that would be it. No, best not to run.

I rest back into my chair aware of the bulk of my mobile phone and pager in the depths of my coat pocket. The phone is right there, on silent – I could slip a hand down and get it. But then what? Pull it out and dial? Or just blindly tap at it in my pocket? I vaguely know there’s a combination of buttons you’re supposed to press to make a secret emergency call but I have absolutely no idea which ones you’re supposed to press. Why did I never find that out? I could try my luck anyway but I’d only risk tipping the balance of this situation if he catches my hand tapping. I’d only be shortening any precious time I have left. I know I can’t outrun him so I need to outthink him. I need time. I need to work out who he is and what he wants with me.

I watch him settle; he winches slightly as he leans his shoulder back into the chair, this man who isn’t Matthew and isn’t Stephen. I ask myself what I actually know about him. I know he knows things about me he couldn’t know. He knew my name was Marni as soon as he saw me. And I know he’s killed, he’s told me as much himself.

In spite of everything that’s happened, I still can’t help but wonder if this does all lead back to that night fourteen years ago.

Judging by his demeanour I don’t think he wants to kill me, he’s had the opportunity to hurt me already and he hasn’t – in fact, he’s saved me before now. A faint glint of hope sparks inside me.

I let my gaze connect unthreateningly with his. I’ve worked with dangerous people throughout my medical career, the trick is to understand that they are the most vulnerable. They need the most care.

‘What is it that you remember?’ I ask gently, after some time passes.

He looks away, out of the French doors towards the sea. ‘Just pieces, really. Only fragments.’

I weigh his words, unwilling to be fooled again; there is a chance he’s lying. But given the fMRI results only days ago, he should still be only dealing in fragments as he says.

‘Tell me about these fragments?’ I prompt. ‘Is the memory of the forest one of them?’

He glares back at me, caught off guard. ‘Yes,’ he returns, ‘the forest is one of them.’

Slowly his gaze softens and drops from me. ‘There was a girl,’ he continues. ‘In the forest. I was younger, I don’t know when this was, what year or where. The memories are only images, sounds, feelings.’ He pauses, clearly working through the memory as he speaks. ‘They come in flashes, moments. A young girl with dark hair. The sound of her chasing me, breathing. I feel in the memory that I loved her. I cared for her. I can’t remember her name or . . . She’s running after me. She was so . . . she wanted to help me. She was so good. An image of her face close to mine . . . she cried when I— I don’t remember why I did it – these horrible thoughts—’ He breaks off, his eyes glistening in the light from the French doors.

I study this stranger’s face, a face I thought I knew, a face I’d come to love in my own way. This man has Matthew’s features but someone else’s voice, and the things he’s saying Matthew would never say.

He swipes away the wetness beneath his eyes with the sleeve of his good arm and looks back at me, searching for a reaction, a judgement, on his partial confession. But I’m used to hearing confessions. I’m used to being a receptacle for awful things, it’s part of my job. I keep my face an impartial blank, no reproach, only my willingness to hear more.

‘I remember it happening, Emma. I remember my hands around her neck. Her eyes, the life fading, her pupils releasing impossibly wide, black, endless.’ He breaks off momentarily, lost in the memory, before snapping back to me. ‘I remember it happening but I don’t remember me doing it. Does that make sense? I mean, I wouldn’t do that, a thing like that. You have to believe me. I couldn’t do a thing like that . . . it makes no sense. These memories I have . . . they aren’t me . . . I can’t have done those things.’

His voice sounds reedy and lost. He has no connection to these events, no personal identification with these actions. And for one insane microsecond the idea that, perhaps, these awful memories truly aren’t Matthew’s at all flashes through my mind. The idea that somehow he could be part of the military, that these memories could somehow be someone else’s, that he could be part of some kind of programme. A neuroscience experiment, a study in memory manipulation, and that somehow Groves could be part of all this.

Stop it, Em.

My thoughts stutter to a halt, because, of course, that is not possible. Medically none of that is possible. I so want there to be another explanation to this story. I so want this man to be good that I’m seriously considering the existence of artificial memory implantation in test subjects. I’d actually rather consider science fiction than believe my patient is a bad person. That’s how strong an affect Matthew has on people, consciously or not. That’s how much I want him to just be Matthew. An innocent man wronged.

But I know the human brain – what it can and can’t do – and memories can’t be implanted. Facts can be suggested to subjects, as in the shopping mall experiment and memories can be embellished or reframed, but they can’t be completely fabricated. Not in the way that would be necessary to explain the things Matthew is telling me. Whole life histories can’t be manufactured, not by the military, not by anyone. Neuroscience just doesn’t work like that; only wishful thinking does. Matthew killed those people, plain and simple.

I try to focus, to distance my understanding of Matthew from the person now sitting in front of me.

‘Do you think, Matthew, there’s a chance that you might have been involved with the military?’

His eyebrows rise at my use of the name Matthew. I realize I haven’t said it out loud since the beach. But what else can I call him. He’s definitely not Stephen and I have nothing else to go on.

He shakes his head. ‘No, I wasn’t in the army but I might have, um—’ He rubs a hand over his tired eyes. ‘Okay. I think it’s . . . Please don’t get scared, Emma, but I think one of the people I’ve . . . been at some point was a soldier. I think I took a soldier’s identity.’ He pauses, eyeing me warily. ‘I pick people near my age, my build, people who look similar. I think maybe the military people who showed up yesterday thought I was that missing soldier. He will have disappeared. I might have been him for a while.’

Matthew took another man’s identity. He killed a soldier. He killed Stephen. He picks people and then becomes them. He literally and figuratively takes their lives. Images from nature flash through my mind: cuckoos, chameleons, hermit crabs. Existential adaptive behaviour.

In a sense, I suppose I’m safe – Matthew can’t become me. But then again that might not stop him from killing me.

How did the military not pick up on any of this in their interview yesterday? But then perhaps they did, maybe they had their suspicions but needed more time. How didn’t I? It occurs to me that this may be the very reason Matthew has chosen now to show himself to me, before things start to slip, before we run out of time together. I can only hope Dr Samuels picked up on something yesterday, sensed that something was wrong. And someone must have noticed I’m missing today. I remember Peter’s missed calls and I pray he raises the alarm.

‘Do you think the military know who you really are, Matthew?’ I ask.

He shakes his head thoughtfully. ‘No,’ he says. There’s a finality to it that makes my heart sink. ‘They know I’m not him, the missing soldier, and that seemed to be enough. We just look similar. I think they have nagging doubts but I’m not what they’re looking for. Every now and then forgetting things has its upside.’ He smiles ruefully. ‘I didn’t know the answers to any of their questions. I genuinely didn’t recognize the soldier’s name when they said it. It’s strange how quick people are to make up their minds when faced with simple incomprehension. I’d rather not have what I have but sometimes, it seems, it does take care of me.’

He fooled them. Well, not fooled exactly . . . but they certainly didn’t find out the truth. The military don’t know, the police don’t know and I’m guessing realistically Peter doesn’t know. They’ll work it out at some point, but will that be soon enough? Right now no one knows what he’s capable of which means no one is coming for me. It’s just Matthew and me until this ends, however it ends. I try to calm my panicked thoughts. As long as I’m his doctor and he’s my patient, as long as I keep this symbiotic relationship active, then I’m safe.

‘You said you’d rather not have what you have? What does that mean, Matthew? What do you think you have?’ I ask. This is why he needs me and it might be my trump card.

‘I don’t know but this isn’t the first time all of this has happened to me, I know that. The memory loss. A reset in my brain. It’s always been like this. I don’t think my condition has ever been an exact science, even to me.’

‘Your condition? The fugue has happened before?’ I blurt out in spite of myself.

He nods. ‘It’s happened periodically throughout my life. I never know when it will come. No warning. Sometimes I get years uninterrupted, sometimes only months. I used to have no control over it. One moment I’m living my life and the next I wake up with nothing. I’ll come to in an alley, or a park, or a beach, somewhere, it doesn’t matter where. I’ll have nothing, And I’ll have been robbed or attacked, or whatever it is that time around, and I’ll have no memory of how I got there or what came before. My mind’s a blank, then it resets and slowly day by day, piece by piece, it comes back. Tiny triggered memories bring things crashing back. A face, a word, a sound, a feeling. And all the things I’ve learnt about myself, jumbled and cryptic. The facts, memories in no order. A mess of information and I try to piece it together. Where my own memories and the lives of others collide, it becomes confusing. And then of course there are some memories that never come back.’

‘Like what?’ I ask, my interest piqued in spite of everything.

‘You asked who I am. I don’t know. I don’t know who I was to begin with. I don’t think I ever know, in any cycle of this – I don’t think that ever comes back. But I can control the condition to a degree these days. Living like this, it’s hard, but, over time I’ve developed coping mechanisms to deal with the resets – to some extent, I have strategies. A few years ago I realized I could bring them on myself. I worked out I could leave myself memory prompts, small things, messages. That’s what helps me these days. I found messages this time around. I have to leave a trail between cycles, like breadcrumbs, or it all goes. And I can’t have that. I can’t start from nothing all over again. I just can’t. You can’t imagine what that is like. No piece of grit to form yourself around.’ He holds my gaze with a steely intensity and all his usual warmth is gone.

I feel a shiver of dread fizz through me at what he’s describing, tinged at its edges with excitement. Because the symptoms he’s outlining are a psychiatrist’s dream. Somehow, I’ve accidentally wandered into treating the most fascinating and dangerous patient of my career. Perhaps this is what I wanted? If I was a Jungian analyst that’d certainly be my takeaway from all this. If I weren’t so completely crippled by fear I’d pull out my phone and record this.

His symptoms: recurrent fugue, full dissociation from violent behaviour, coupled with remorse, shame, fear. It sounds like dissociative personality disorder. Dissociative personality disorder used to be called multiple personality disorder or MPD. They renamed it in the nineties because there was this common misconception, even in the medical community, that MPD meant a patient had more than one personality. It doesn’t mean that, it means that the patient has less than one personality. It is a fragmenting or a splintering of identity. Shards of independent self.

‘When did this start, Matthew?’ I ask carefully. ‘Do you remember how it started?’ I encourage him.

‘Er, when I was young. A kid. As far back as that. But I don’t remember my family if that’s where you’re going with this. I don’t know how it started. My best guess is, I must have lost my family after one of the early resets. You can’t go home if you don’t remember where home is. So, I lost them. Or perhaps they lost me.’ He smiles sadly and, without thinking, I find myself smiling back in sympathy. Because whoever this man is he has Matthew’s face, he has Matthew’s smile.

‘Either way,’ he continues, ‘I don’t remember who they were.’ He shakes his head. ‘It’s strange. You know, I don’t think I’ve ever told another person these things.’

He’s trying to elicit another personal response from me. He’s testing the boundaries of our relationship. I weigh my options carefully before responding. ‘And how does that make you feel, Matthew?’

He grins at my evasion, aware of my dilemma. Of our dilemma. The doctor-patient contract is a simple one but so easy to unbalance. He gives a nod of acknowledgement before answering my question. ‘It makes me feel good, Emma. So, thank you for listening.’

Our boundaries successfully reset, I shift position in my chair and reorient the conversation. ‘Do you remember who you were before you woke up on the beach, Matthew?’

‘I have flashes of him. I have flashes of being lots of different people, living lots of different lives. I don’t know exactly who I was before I was Stephen.’

‘You weren’t actually Stephen though, were you? You took Stephen’s identity.’

He sobers at my correction. ‘Yes.’

‘And you are certain you killed him? You remember that? There isn’t the possibility you just stole his identity?’ I say the words as neutrally as I can. I need to be his ally.

He hesitates; the thought seems to be a new one for him. ‘I can’t remember the physical act of killing him, no, but I must have because here I am, being Stephen. And that’s how I’ve always done it in the past.’

‘How you’ve always done it? How many others have there been, Matthew?’

He studies me, his still handsome face open and artless. ‘Quite a few, Emma,’ he says simply. ‘I remember some of them in detail and yet it’s like remembering a dream or a nightmare. What I’m doing seems to make sense at the time but it doesn’t in the remembering. Do you see? At the time it seems like the only choice. Like a necessity. Do you understand? To get away or because I needed an identity. If I just stole an identity without killing the person then I would just be waiting for the day the real person claimed it back. It happened in the early days. I need an identity to live, to rent a car, to book a flight, to get a job, to live a life. I needed a face, a name. And I didn’t have one.’

My thoughts go to the phone buried deep in my pocket, so close but so incredibly far. I think of Rhoda sending Chris to a beach I’m no longer on and I want to cry. I think of how Matthew has been trying to get me on my own for so long, he’s thought of everything. And now I have no way out.

‘How did you know my name when we met, Matthew? Why am I here?’ I ask, the words coming out almost involuntarily. I notice the slight tremble in my voice.

He hears it too and finally seems to realize that I am terrified to my bones, terrified of the things he has said, terrified of this situation.

‘Oh God, Emma. I’m so sorry. Please don’t be scared. You must know I would never hurt you. I promise you that. You can’t understand how—’ He stops and looks down; I notice his hands are trembling now too. ‘You can’t possibly understand what you mean to me. You are all I have. All of this is for you. Everything I’ve done is to find you. To get close to you.’ His brown eyes, warm once more, dart over my face, searching for understanding.

All of this is for me? What does that mean, why did he need to find me? I don’t know him. Do I? Or have I just forgotten. I think about who has been in my life, who might try as hard as Matthew to find me. An old patient? Someone from my childhood? I know this can’t have anything to do with my father but I suddenly hear myself blurt out the question before I can stop myself. The question that’s been on my mind ever since we met.

‘Did someone send you to find me, Matthew?‘ I don’t care how crazy it sounds, we’re well past crazy at this stage.

He looks confused for a moment, so I continue. ‘How did you know the things you knew about me, Matthew? My burnt fingers. The pilot light. Why did you say sorry for what you did that first night we spoke? You pretended to be my father; I don’t understand why you would do that. Was it all a trick?’ The questions fire from me, questions I’ve kept stifled at the back of my mind for too long. I hear the bite in my voice but I don’t care anymore. ‘And if it was a trick, then I’m dying to know to what end!’

He seems taken aback, as if he assumed I knew the answers to these questions already. Though how I could have I do not know. ‘I see. I’m sorry, Emma, I haven’t explained this well. It must be confusing. Let me go back to the beginning. When I woke up on the beach I had a name on my hand. Marn. The “i” in Marni must have washed away. Not that it mattered. A memory came back to me. I knew I had to find a woman, but I didn’t know who. I guessed the name would be important. She wasn’t at the hospital and I didn’t know how I’d find her until you arrived. When I finally saw you I knew it was you. I had these’ – his gaze shoots straight into me – ‘these feelings for you, such incredibly strong feelings. I still have them now. I knew that I needed you to understand something and that there was a chance you might not. But I couldn’t remember what it was I was supposed to tell you. I knew that I had done something terrible, I had this guilt, but I didn’t know what it was I had done. I saw you that first day. I tried so hard to remember what I needed to say, and you ran to me, and all I could do was call you by your name. When I woke up later, you’d gone but I remembered. I remembered who you were, what had happened to you, to Marni, all those years ago. The memories of that night were so fresh in my mind. Your fingers burnt, somehow, on a firework I think? I don’t know. They were bandaged. I remembered your house, full of gas, poison in the air. And a body, blood everywhere. What was done to you. I felt certain that it must have been me who had done those things to you. I couldn’t bear that I’d hurt you. I didn’t do it to trick you, Emma, I promise, I would never trick you. I thought I did what your father did – but now I see I only remembered the details of that night because I tried so hard to find you. Because I care so much about you.’ He pauses, unsure if he should say what he was planning to say next. ‘I didn’t mean to trick you but, if I’m honest, I think that’s why he chose to come here. He wanted to use your father as a way in.’

‘He?’ I ask, leaning forward quickly in my chair.

‘Yes. All of this to get me to you—’

‘Who is he, Matthew?’

He pauses, a frown crinkling his brow that then gives way to a look of genuine surprise. ‘Oh. Oh no. I’m so sorry, Emma. It was, I didn’t mean to . . . there is no one else. It was a turn of phrase. He, me, Stephen. Whoever I was before the beach.’ He watches as the sense of what he’s saying sinks in and I lean back defeated. Now it is his turn to ask me a question. ‘You thought I meant your father, didn’t you?’ I feel the rush of blood to my face, to my head. Shame. He knows my shame, he knows how stupid I am. Matthew continues but I’m barely listening.

‘I’m sorry. I think he wanted you off centre, that’s why he brought you back here. And it seems like it worked. Easier if he separated you from the people you trust, from your everyday life. Easier for me to get close. But I promise you, Emma, when I said those things in the hospital, I thought they were real, I wasn’t trying to trick you. I truly thought I had been the one who hurt you and I was beyond sorry.’

I feel exposed, raw and unprotected. How was it so easy to break me down, to strip me back? After the years of therapy since it happened. After all my training. I try to make sense of the man before me, my persecutor and my saviour. ‘But how did you know those things about me, Matthew? They were private. Who told them to you? There must have been someone else. How did you know those things about Rhoda?’

‘I didn’t know how I knew those things at the time. About Rhoda, about you. I just saw people’s faces in the hospital and memories would come. Information about them. Rhoda in the park, your house, blood on the floorboards, your burnt fingers. Later I remembered I’d left something in the hospital garden, a phone. The phone sent me here, to Lillian’s house. I found I knew where to find the key. I found research here. A note explaining everything.’ He points back towards the shadows of the bedroom doorway. ‘There’s months’ worth of information: on you, your past, your job in London, your life, your flat. On Rhoda and everyone I might have come into contact with at that hospital. Facts on everyone I might need to form some kind of relationship with. So when I first saw Rhoda I knew what she’d been through, what she needed. And I waited for you to arrive. And then when I came here three nights ago I realized why I needed you.’

He leans forward in his seat excitedly.

‘He read your article, Emma. I read your article. The one about misdiagnosis. Fugue cases. It was me you wrote about in that paper. You didn’t know then that you were, and you didn’t recognize me when you finally saw me, but your paper was about my case. I read it, and in it, you believed me. You believed my case, that it was real, that I was telling the truth. Everyone else thought I was lying, faking symptoms and only you believed me, Dr Lewis. Granted you wrote your article years after my case, years after that first incident, but you believed me. You said in the article that you would have treated me, my case, differently. Do you remember? Do you remember saying that? You wrote about the Unknown Male case. I was hospitalized in Buffalo, New York. I knew, we knew, we had to come and find you. So, you could fix us, fix this. I knew you’d be the only one who could.’

Oh my God.

My mind whirs as I try to process what he’s saying. But the Unknown Young Male Case was years ago. My eyes flash across his face, his handsome features, his cheeks sprinkled with greying stubble, his tousled hair silvered at its edges. He looks so different from that picture taken two decades ago, older, more muscular; not like the skinny young man in that grainy photograph, not like the man I would have imagined he’d grow into. But those eyes. I inhale sharply. I see it now, that same oddly calm gaze, as if he were somehow outside of life looking in. A spectator. It is him. All this time and I had no idea. How could I have missed it?

But there were signs, my God there were signs. I recall the first instinct I had when Peter showed me Matthew’s brain scan, that day in the Wellcome Collection Museum, Matthew’s pituitary cyst, the thing that really sparked my interest in the case. The symptom that reminded me of other fugue patients I’d seen. But Matthew’s cyst wasn’t a shared symptom amongst several fugue patients it was just his symptom. I had been looking at a scan of the same brain, the same patient twenty years apart.

‘That was over twenty years ago,’ he continues. ‘I was in my twenties when I first stumbled into that hospital in New York, two black eyes, a shaved head and no memory of who I was. Richard Groves was my consulting neuropsychiatrist.’

Of course, it was Groves’s case.

‘Wait, Matthew,’ I blurt. ‘Are you saying Dr Groves knew who you were? He sent you to me?’ My brain scrambles desperately, trying to piece things together. Could Groves really do something like this to me? I can’t believe he would knowingly endanger me.

Matthew shakes his head. ‘No. Groves would have ruined everything. That’s the last thing I would have wanted. I needed to make sure Groves wouldn’t come. I knew they’d call him first so I had to wait until I knew he would be too busy to take this case himself. I did my research. I waited until he was right in the heart of something far more high profile. I know the sort of man Dr Groves is, trust me. That’s why I chose to come here, to the coast, instead of London. I knew Groves wouldn’t come over here for this. This isn’t a big enough draw, not me, not this nowhere hospital. He’s at MIT right now. I waited until he was right in the thick of it, his AI research project. I knew he’d call you. You’d be his obvious choice. I made sure you would be. I made sure a few of your colleagues were unavailable. I made sure the job fell to you.’ He catches my expression, however fleeting I hoped it would be. ‘They’re fine don’t worry,’ he says. ‘Well, almost all. Tom Lister – I think he might be . . . I’m not sure—’ He stops short.

Oh God. I feel sick. God knows what he did to get me to the top of Groves’s list.

He planned all of this. Before he’d even met me he read me better than I read my own patients.

‘You planned all of this?’ I ask, incredulous. ‘And you just trusted the plan would work when you woke up? How could you know you’d remember enough? How could you know you’d forget enough for it to work?’

‘As I said, there’s not a big margin for error in my life. If I don’t plan ahead, I get caught out. I don’t have the luxury of absentmindedness. I can carry certain memories from one episode to the next. Physical pain helps memories carry better. I can control the resets now too. A bang to the head is usually enough these days. A mild concussion. I almost control it. Almost. I gave myself a message, in the bathroom mirror of this house, before I smashed one of Lillian’s heavy glass ashtrays into the back of my skull. And then I walked out of the house and down to the seashore. I told myself to find you. I told myself it was so very important that I do. I told myself not to fuck it up. When I woke up wet and lost I had your name written on my hand. A trail of messages led us both here. I left myself a parcel in the garden of the hospital – the phone I’m guessing you found in my room. I knew you’d come and find me. And here we are. I don’t want to be this way anymore, Emma. It’s getting harder every year. I need your help.’

I stare at him, incredulous. ‘You want me to treat you?’

‘Yes,’ he says simply. ‘I want you to fix me.’

I look into his eyes and see the years of pain, the terrible things he’s done but not done, because every awakening seems to be a new birth to him. He must live with the actions of a hundred other selves. Splintered memories from half-remembered situations.

‘Can you?’ he asks.

I rub my hands over my eyes and desperately try to shake off the fug of stress clouding my brain. ‘Let me think.’

I feel his eyes on me, expectant. I need to get my head straight if I want to come out of this alive. I voice my thoughts as they come. ‘Okay, so, we know from the fMRI that your memory losses are real. We’re already ahead of anyone else in diagnosis terms with that. But the cause? We need the cause.’ I pause; where can I even start with potential causes? I try to relax, to put myself mentally back in Cuckoo Lodge on that warm rug in front of the fire on that first night as I brainstormed.

And then I remember – that night the power went out in the lodge – I overloaded the circuit by turning on too many lights. Lesson learnt. ‘Okay,’ I splutter, ‘when I first saw your CT, Matthew, before I accepted this case, I knew I’d seen scans like yours before. I thought I’d seen other patients with growths on their pituitary glands. But now I’m realizing that those other scans were probably all you. I think that what might be happening when your resets happen is that the pituitary cyst is bursting. Every time you get a knock to the head, or whenever the cyst becomes too large, it’s popping. Secreting fluid into surrounding structures, releasing a surge of hormones that are flooding your brain. Overloading your circuit. Those surges could be responsible for the cycles you’ve described.’ I watch him take this in, following the logic of my theory to its natural conclusion.

‘And we’d need to remove it? This cyst?’ he asks finally.

I measure my response. These are hardly clinical conditions. What I have is only a theory, but a cyst might be fixable. ‘Matthew, I think – I’m not certain – but I think you possibly can be cured. There’s an operation we can do. But we’d need a neurosurgeon, you’d have to go back to the hospital with me, we’d have to do tests.’

‘An operation?’

‘Yes. But in the hospital. We’d take it out and, if I’m right, the episodes would stop the resets. I’m confident they would stop.’ As confident as a hostage can be about anything.

I watch the light in his eyes burn bright for a moment then implode as he realizes what the price of this operation will be. He’ll need to go back to the hospital. Other people would become involved. This is not the answer he wanted. This is not part of the plan. He would be anaesthetized pre-op and then God knows if anyone would even operate on him or if he’d go straight into custody. I’d be long gone when he woke and he’d be left with nothing. All this for nothing. I see him think it through, the careful plan he made for himself falling away beneath him. Curing him means he gets caught. He would lose his freedom. I watch him realize he can’t ever escape this situation.

And as if on cue, deep in my coat pocket my hospital pager bursts to life. I jump as the piercing bleeps cut through the silence of the small house. I’d forgotten all about it. Adrenaline suddenly courses through both of us, Matthew’s hawk-like eyes narrow as I fish the violently vibrating object from my coat and quickly flick it off. I hold his gaze, my breath high in my chest. We both know what that sound means – someone has noticed I’m not where I should be, someone is looking for me. I place the silenced pager gently on the wooden floor between us, a peace offering, a trust exercise. We both look down at its retro bulk sitting there, an undeniable reality between us.

When Matthew finally looks back up at me I see there’s a new brand of sadness in his eyes. That’s when I realize we aren’t going back to the hospital. He isn’t going to have an operation, that isn’t going to happen for either of us. He’s made his decision. And that is when I run.

I bolt wildly for the door and for a bright and shining second, I feel certain I’ll make it. I feel certain he’s letting me escape – after all we’ve said, after everything that’s happened, somehow I’ve won my freedom. Then his body collides with mine and I slam down hard onto the floor. The breath is torn from me. My body pinned beneath him, he lets me kick and flail for a moment.

‘Sorry, Emma,’ he whispers as he grasps my hair and raises my head. Everything goes black.
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Chris Poole

Day 13 – Directions



Chris pulls into the lay-by Rhoda left less than thirty minutes ago. The shingle roars as he brakes and bursts from the car. Phone in hand he bounds out towards the shoreline, eyes desperately searching for two figures.

As he nears the opening out onto the sand he tries Emma’s mobile again. Still no signal; he pockets the phone and scans the dunes ahead. He should be able to see her once he gets up high on the dunes. You can see out for miles from there. He scrambles up a bank grabbing clumps of snow-crusted grass as leverage to pull himself up the steep slope. He rises panting to the top, hair buffeted in the wind, and searches the glistening sand in all directions.

There’s no one on the beach.

‘Shit.’ He fishes out his phone. One bar of signal. He dials Emma’s number again. It rings. He waits to hear the soft hum of her voice picking up. Perhaps everything is fine now, perhaps she’s okay and she’s gone back to the hospital, he thinks. Rhoda told him Matthew had disappeared and they’d come here to find him. Perhaps Emma found him already, perhaps they went back.

Emma’s phone diverts to voicemail.

Chris curses. Emma asked for him specifically, Rhoda said. She didn’t want the police. Chris frowns, his features to the wind, the roar of it around him, in his ears. What the hell is going on? She might still be here; they could have walked around the cove. Chris recalls his strange first meeting with Matthew on this beach two weeks ago. Yes, they might have walked farther.

He bounds down the dune and heads out in the direction of the bend in the shoreline, covering large stretches of sand with each stride.

Then he sees something ahead.

He pulls up short. There are fresh footprints in the sand. Small footprints first. Female. But a long stride. A female, running. He follows the footprints out, running alongside them now, out towards the sea. The woman’s footprints meet with another set. Larger, male. A man. The prints move in a wide semicircle, dance, a conversation. This is where she found him.

Chris follows the movements of that meeting. The two seemed to come together and then the male prints lead the female away. The stride is slow, she wasn’t chasing, she was following. The male ahead of the female. Her following him. Strange for a doctor to follow a patient. Chris jogs alongside the tracks, looks ahead; the steps seem to lead towards the main car park.

Chris bursts into a run.

He skids to a stop on the edge of the car park. Unlike the windblown beach, the whole car park is still covered in deep snow, the two sets of footprints are crisp and clearly defined in its unspoilt canvas. Further out into the car park he sees the car tracks, the speckled brown of gravel visible beneath the compacted snow.

They left in a car – but Chris slowly realizes Emma didn’t have her car with her. And that’s when he knows for sure that something is very wrong with the picture he’s seeing. He races to the car tracks and slows to study the pattern of footprints around the ghost of the car. What he sees makes his blood run cold. The footprints on the driver’s side are male, not female. Chris might have no medical training but he’s pretty certain that patients on psych wards should not be driving their doctors. Something very strange happened on that beach, he’s not sure exactly but he doubts it was a good thing. He pulls out his phone again and dials Emma. The phone goes straight to voicemail.

Chris looks down at the tracks once more, scowling. Where were they going? Should he call Rhoda back at the hospital? he wonders. Or he could call for backup, but he thinks better of that. Emma specifically asked him not to do that. He’s got to trust her; after all she’s trusted him. No, he just needs to find her.

He breathes in deeply and races to the car park’s exit. Onto the snowy country lane tracks. The car turned right out onto the lane. That’s not the way back to the hospital. The hospital is to the left; they drove right, away from the hospital. And suddenly Chris realizes what he has to do next.

Without pausing he turns and bolts back the way he came, back to the lay-by where he left his car. He needs to follow them because wherever her patient took her, it wasn’t back to the hospital.
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Dr Emma Lewis

Day 13 – Home Free



My eyelids part and daylight breaks through as the blackness lifts. The soft blur of the world sharpens around me. I recognize the window first. Blinking open my lashes I see its dark wood lattice, the bare tangle of wisteria clinging outside it. We’re not at Stephen Merriman’s childhood home anymore. We’re at mine.

Panic rises inside me and I feel a dark throb pulse through my skull as I dip under again.

When I surface he’s standing in front of me, Matthew; he’s talking. He’s telling me things. Horrible things that have happened. I float in and out of consciousness, from the soft embrace of blackness to reality and back again. He towers over me, his face different somehow. I try to work out what has changed exactly and realize it’s that he doesn’t care about my opinion anymore. He has stopped trying to be the person he thought he might be, the good person. His voice is freer, skipping along with him as he confesses more gruesome things I can’t help but hear, things he’s done and has to remember. I am no longer a purveyor of cures, I am a receptacle for nightmares. He knows there is no way back for him and he wants to tell me all about it. A problem shared. I want the sweet release of unconsciousness to take me again but I have no control over it. Some primal survival instinct is keeping me awake, ready, even though there’s nothing I can do.

I know I’m not leaving here. Not if he’s telling me this. He’s come too far down this road. He talks of names, places, and tells me of the lives of people who never made it home and never got found because of him. He tells me it all with sadness in his eyes but anger in his voice. And I know I won’t be allowed to walk away from this.

I look down at my hands, cable-tied to the arms of the chair. Red welts rise puffy and sore around my wrists. My bandages are long gone. I must have struggled against the ties at some point, though I don’t remember doing so. I can see now that the hand I bricked straight through my car window is broken; it lies red and swollen and thick against the armrest.

When I look up Matthew is leaving the room saying something I don’t catch. I watch his legs disappear into the hallway. He’s going to get something. I think about running. I shift my weight forward on the seat but the rush of blood to my head makes me lose balance and I tip forward crashing down, chair and all, onto the parquet flooring. The side of my head makes a sharp tap of contact and there’s darkness again.

It’s a strange noise that brings me around. The sound of something being slowly rolled towards me, rising in proximity and volume. Something small rolling across the parquet floor towards my face, then a soft tap on my cheek. Another rolling noise begins, tumbling closer and closer, this time ending with a tap to the end of my nose.

I open my eyes. Matthew is sitting slumped against the wall opposite me, rolling stubby-looking short red tubes towards me. Another brushes my lips and I struggle to focus on it. It rolls to a stop inches from my face, red plastic with a coppery metallic end, like a joke shop lipstick but not.

I bolt upright, realizing what they are.

Shotgun cartridges.

With a whimper, I shoot up as high as I can, while still bound to the toppled chair, and scramble back, my eyes frantically searching the room for the gun.

Then I see it, propped against the door next to a large canvas holdall. The shotgun. Oh God, oh God. This is real. He’s going to kill me.

I barely have time to turn away before the vomit comes. A retch of pure terror onto the reclaimed flooring, the smell sharp and vile mixed with the fresh-paint scent of the house.

I understand instantly why he’s brought me back here. My whole body starts to tremble as the tears come unbidden and silent down my cheeks.

He’s going to shoot me in the same room my father shot himself fourteen years ago. I’m going to die here too.

I sense Matthew rising opposite me but I refuse to look up at him. He approaches and squats down in front of me solicitously. There is something in his hand. A piece of crisp white paper.

‘Have a read of this, Emma. Let me know if you’re happy with it? I can change the wording if you like but I think I got the handwriting pretty good.’

I can’t focus on the words dancing in front of me. It’s a letter. Some sort of letter. Bizarrely, the handwriting looks just like mine, but I didn’t write this. I read the words.

Please. No.

It’s a suicide note. My suicide note. I didn’t write this. I look up at his face hanging over me. He’s not just going to shoot me. He’s going to make it look like I committed suicide, in exactly the same way my father did. That’s why he’s brought me back here. That’s why he didn’t just kill me at Lillian Merriman’s house. Because when the police find my body here it will tell a very different story. And it’s a story I know some people will be more than eager to believe.

Horrified, I think of how the press will twist it, of how everyone will believe I did this to myself. I think of Joe, of my mother, of Chris and everyone at the hospital thinking I chose to die just like my father. I think of the life I haven’t even really lived yet. I can’t die here, I can’t. I pull wildly at my ties and scream, straining every sinew in my body, spittle leaping from my mouth, until exhausted I run out of breath. No one can hear us out here.

‘Well, I didn’t realize my handwriting was as bad as all that.’ He laughs and pats me on the head jovially. I shrink from his touch and his face falls. He stands back carefully setting the suicide note down on the floor just out of my reach.

‘Listen,’ he says his tone serious, ‘I want you to know, Emma, that this is not how I wanted this to end. This wasn’t part of my plan. I don’t even know if I thought it would get this far – I can’t recall. I don’t know how I thought you could fix me. Medication? I don’t know . . . something manageable? But you know I can’t go back to that hospital. I appreciate everything you’ve done for me, I really do, but I’m not going to give myself up for you, I’m not going to prison because of you. Not over here and not back in the States. I hope you can understand that this is the only way to be sure I can disappear again.’ I start to speak but he stops me with a shake of the head. ‘I know, I know – you won’t tell a soul. You’ll take it to your grave. Well, that’s kind of what I’m banking on with all this. Listen, you’re a really good doctor, Emma. You actually care, which is rarer than you’d imagine, but people lie and people change their minds. You’d promise me anything right now, but tomorrow? And I’m not going to hang my chances of freedom on your word when you’re tied to a chair. I’m sure you understand my logic. But I will say, I’m truly, truly sorry it’s come to this.’

He looks at me a moment before turning and moving away. My angle on the floor prevents my gaze from following him. Out of sight I hear him crack the shotgun open, then snap it shut.

Oh God. Oh God.

‘Please, Matthew,’ I gush, ‘you don’t have to do this. I won’t say a word, I really promise. You can just go. I’ll tell them I couldn’t find you. Please.’ And a thought suddenly comes as if from nowhere, a solution so clear and reasoned it might just save my life. ‘Matthew! You asked me to fix you. To stop the cycles. But this, this is the moment it all boils down to. If these memories aren’t you, if there seems like no way out, if you truly aren’t this person, then stop. Just stop, now, and we’re halfway there. You can still change this. Don’t be this person. You can stop making this happen. But only you can.’

He looks down at me, sorrow in his eyes for a moment and then his expression falters ever so slightly. He takes me in, as if only really seeing me now, on the floor, twisted and bound to my tipped-over chair. He looks down at his weapon thoughtfully before gently lowering it and placing it against the wall.

Oh God. It worked.

‘I see what you’re saying. I understand. Let’s get you more comfortable,’ he says tenderly. ‘It doesn’t look very dignified, down there. You deserve better.’ He grabs the arms of my chair and hoists it and me up together, in one smooth movement, as if we weighed nothing. But he does not loosen my ties. His eyes avoid mine. And I understand that my words have only made him kinder, they have not saved me. His plan has not changed.

He scans the crime scene again. Me righted, his note before me. My tear-stained exhausted face, hair plastered to my cheeks with sweat and salty tears. My broken hand, bloating and discoloured. My bruised wrists bound to the arms of the collapsible metal chair. My breath is coming high and fast. I wonder how he plans to explain away the contusions on my wrists; perhaps he’ll slit them too, or zip-tie them with cables to the gun as if I’d feared missing due to the recoil. Even if it doesn’t look like suicide there are plenty of nutters out there who could have done this to Charles Beaufort’s daughter. I met one of them only yesterday.

After he’s shot me, he’ll cut me free, place the shotgun between my thighs just the way I remember seeing it done years ago. I watch him as he studies me and I see sadness quietly crescendo behind his eyes. I suppose this is our goodbye. The end of his dream. The end of my life.

He squats down before me. ‘Can I get you anything, before?’ he asks gently. ‘Water, drink, something?’

I snatch a breath clinging to the suggestion. A lifeline, if only temporary. If he gets water I’ll have a few more moments. More time to think.

I nod as calmly as I can.

‘Just water?’ he asks, attentive.

‘Please,’ I croak, my throat dry and raw from my screams.

‘Okay.’ He rises with energy, momentarily buoyed by his ability to help in some way. He turns away from me with an unnervingly innocent smile and makes his way out of the room.

As soon as he’s out of sight I desperately fumble with the ties around my wrists, scraping my skin bloody as I try to force my hand out like a trapped animal. This is all the time I have and I’d better make good use of it. I tug in sharp bursts squeezing my jaw tight against the excruciating pain to stop myself from screaming out. But it’s useless. The ties won’t budge.

I start to panic again, struggling madly, wriggling against the binds, and then I hear it, a tiny plink. I freeze.

The sound of something small and light hitting the flooring beneath me. I look down between my legs. A Day-Glo pink plastic lighter. The lighter I borrowed from the security guard yesterday to light my cigarette, I’d forgotten all about it. I remember now slipping it into the small inside pocket of my jacket, out of sight and, until now, out of mind. My struggling freed it from its little hiding place.

If I can just reach it . . . But it sits right beneath me. I ease myself, gently, down onto my knees and lower my shattered hand towards it, scrambling blindly, unable to see exactly what I’m doing. It must be here somewhere, I saw it. Unless it was a mirage. Wishful thinking gone mad. And with that thought the edge of my baby finger taps straight onto its cheap plastic.

Yes.

I try to grab it with my broken fingers but I can’t control the movements. I pull away quickly and shift my weight onto my other knee, dropping my good hand behind me. I stretch as far as I can, I push further back against the chair. A finger brushes its smooth side. I snatch at it greedily and roll it up into my palm. Yes. I angle the lighter back towards my wrist quickly, and roll the flint with my thumb so that it sparks to life. I let the flame burn straight up at the flesh of my wrist and the ties that bind me.

Its heat is not unpleasant at first, until the fabric of my sleeve singes and bursts into flames. White-hot pain tears through me, searing my flesh. I press my lips together to keep from crying out. I feel the plastic of the zip-tie softening and melting onto my burning skin until I fear I’m going scream in pain. The smell of burning fabric and human tissue. I desperately fight the urge to pull away and stay as still and quiet as possible. And after an eternity, in which I’m certain I can’t take the pain for an instant longer, the melted plastic finally gives. I whip my burning arm straight between my thighs staunching the flames, the fabric of my trousers sticking to my melted flesh. I can’t look at it, the smell is enough. Dizziness overwhelms me. I pray he can’t smell it further into the house. I need to break the second tie before it’s too late. I hold the lighter in my burnt hand and set to work on the other tie. The gurgle of running water comes from the kitchen as I work in silence. The second tie begins to melt and I pull the hot jammy plastic until it tugs apart.

I bend instantly and pull at the leg ties. I can’t slide the plastic ties off the end of the metal chair legs, as they connect. Shit. I quickly hoist my trouser hem up and steady the first ankle tie. I strike the lighter, the hot flint burning into my thumb as I depress the fluid button down. The edges of the flame lick at my ankles but these leg ties are thicker, the plastic won’t give as easily. I hold the flame on longer, too long – my flesh screams. I bite back a howl of pain so violent I taste blood; the agony is unbearable. And suddenly the leg tie breaks.

I move to the final tie.

The tap in the kitchen has cut out. I wasn’t paying attention. The sound of movement in the kitchen. I try to focus, holding my trembling thumb on the lighter fuel button as the plastic slowly softens in the flame. I hear the sound of footsteps coming this way but the plastic won’t give. I’m not going to make it. I need to move. I leap to my feet as I see him turning into the hallway just as he looks up and sees me.

His eyes widen and I bolt, grabbing the folding chair that’s still attached to one ankle and careen wildly towards the shotgun with every last shred of strength I have. I drop the chair at the last second and with free hands grab the barrel of the gun, fumble it up, and level it straight at him.

He skids to a halt. We both stand stockstill breathing in time. I cannot believe that worked. I slide my shaking fingers into the trigger bed and try to catch my breath, shallow and high, as I keep the gun levelled at his chest.

‘Back up,’ I order him, my voice croaky. I’m hardly a force to be reckoned with, a barely conscious, burnt woman with a chair attached to her leg. But then I have a loaded double-barrel shotgun so it doesn’t really matter what’s attached to my leg, does it?

He backs up.

I shuffle painfully out of the study and away from him, tugging the metal chair behind me. I keep the gun trained squarely on his torso, the biggest target area, as I go. I slowly edge back along the wall of the hallway towards the front door, my eyes locked with his. His expression is unreadable just like it was in that hospital corridor yesterday. He takes me in like a house cat watching a robin. Then his gaze flutters, he breaks the look, his eyes flicking down, at something right behind me.

It’s a trick, I know it. He’s trying to distract me. I’m not falling for that.

I feel it too late, the step down behind me, the little lip down onto the terracotta tiles of the entranceway. I forgot.

I lose my balance just long enough for him to rush me.

He hurtles forwards but the distance is far enough that I dodge out of his path just at the last moment, breaking my fall on the bannister of the staircase. He wrenches the gun free from my hands easily as he passes, but as I lose my footing he catches the edge of my metal chair tripping and crashing into the front door, his injured shoulder pounding into it hard.

I grab my metal chair and lurch desperately up the staircase, taking two steps at a time. My joints scream at the effort as I reach the landing and slip quickly into the first available doorway, my breath coming in short snatches.

The room I’m in is my old bedroom. I push my back to the wall and try to catch my breath as I listen. The house beneath me is silent. What is he doing?

I look down at the chair, bending to pull at its cable-tie but the now warped plastic seems even stronger. The lighter is downstairs. I check my pockets, nothing. Desperately I pull off my shoe and try to wriggle my foot out of the tie, but it won’t clear my bony ankle. I hear him below, slowly climbing the stairs; his careful speed tells me the gun is raised and ready, in case I bolt out onto the landing. He knows I’m trapped up here.

I look to the window, the only way out. But I can’t jump can I? I think of my vertigo. And then I see the blue edge of a tarp flapping outside. Oh my God. The scaffolding! Yes!

I remember seeing it before – the house is being renovated. If I can just get out onto the scaffolding, there might be a way down. I might be okay. I just might.

I move quickly to the window and wiggle the handle as quietly as I can. My heart sinks. It’s locked. And then I remember an old trick Dad used to use whenever he lost the window key. I flip both handles of the window up instinctively and pound the middle section where the windows meet. The lock remains engaged but the stress on the gap between the windows forces them to bursts open, the lock scraping loudly on itself.

Cold air bursts into the room, cooling my burnt skin. I look out at the scaffolding, my vertigo kicking in instantly. But I have no choice or time. I take a breath and clamber up onto the scaffolding, my free leg first and then I drag the metal the chair up behind me by its cable-tie. I grab it and pull it and myself, past the window, out of sight. I hear the bedroom door creak open behind me. I stand carefully now trembling against the brick of the house, out of sight, the open window next to me. I’m only on the first floor but I feel dizzy just looking at the drop out beyond the wooden planks. I try to control the sound of my breathing. I have to be still, I have to wait. I have to wait for him to get close enough. In the distance, out through the treetops a flash of light catches my eye, a car coming this way, the police maybe, or Chris? I think of the pager, God knows where it is now. But I know someone is looking for me. For a split second I truly believe it is Chris, coming to save me. Just in time. But as I look more carefully I see the glint of light isn’t moving, it’s just sunlight reflecting off another building in the distance.

There’s a floorboard creak right next to me, just inside the window. My focus snaps back as I see the barrel of the gun slowly emerge through the open window, followed by a hand, and only then a head. He swivels in my direction. And with all my strength I slam the window frame straight back into his face. The glass shatters as it smashes into him. The gun tumbles from his grip out onto the scaffolding as he recoils back into the room.

I scramble for the gun, my chair clattering with me, as it skids out perilously close to the edge. I feel a fresh wave of vertigo wash through me and reflexively jerk back as the gun skitters, then drops off the edge of the scaffolding. I close my eyes and press back hard into the wall. There’s a silence before the gun hits the concrete below and fires off loudly into the air. I cower further back into the wall, hugging the scaffold tight for support.

My eyes flick back to Matthew through the half-broken, blood-smeared window. He’s doubled over, hand to his face, his nose and lip bleeding; he looks up at me, furious, injured. I know I only have a second’s worth of head start.

I grab the metal chair and scramble from the window as I hear him start to heave himself out of the window behind me. Ahead I see a ladder at the end of the scaffold, an escape. I plough towards it, white-hot pain exploding through my broken hand as I tightly grip the stupid fucking chair to avoid tripping.

And suddenly it occurs to me, I don’t know how the hell I’m going to get down a ladder carrying the chair. Behind me I hear Matthew’s powerful strides and any moment I know I’ll feel his heavy arms around me, dragging me down.

I won’t make it down that ladder. I’m out of time, scared of heights and I’m attached to a chair. The thought shoots through me: if I can’t outrun him I need to stop him. I need to do something or I’m going to die.

I see something propped against the brickwork just ahead of me – it’s not ideal but it will do. A stubby two-foot length of scaffold pipe. I feel his presence behind me and I dive for it, releasing my chair and reaching out low to grab the end of the pole awkwardly. As soon as it’s in my grip I spin, throwing all my bodyweight back towards Matthew. He tries to pull up as I turn unexpectedly. He sees the pipe in my hands and his eyes flare as he careens towards me but there’s not enough time to dodge before the metal pole cracks straight into his knees.

The sound of hollow metal hitting flesh and bone as the pipe smashes his knee joints. He roars in pain, arms flail out to grab the flat brick wall next to him but there’s nothing to get a hold of. And just like that he’s toppling, as if in slow motion, toward the open drop. His wild eyes find mine, his arms grasping desperately in the air for a hold. There is nothing to save his fall, nothing except me.

I step back too late. His fingers brush my coat lapel and then seize, claw-like as he tips towards the void and tugs me with him. I lose my footing and crash down hard on my knees, sliding fast towards the edge as he rolls partway off it, dragging me with him. I clutch wildly at the rough splintered scaffold planks around me, desperate for purchase, pain shooting from my snagging fingernails. I slide towards the edge, his fist tight around the cloth of my coat hauling me closer. He slips over the edge and I start to fall too, nothing between my upper body and the concrete below. Suddenly I jolt to a stop, pain ripping excruciatingly through my leg. I cry out in agony – the zip-tie around my ankle cutting sharply into the flesh of my leg. We hang there together for a moment, anchored, both of us, by the chair attached to my leg, snagged somewhere along the scaffold platform above. Both of us suspended by the warped plastic cable-tie, which is digging deep into the broken skin of my ankle. I catch my breath, gasping in pain and I look down into his eyes. He clutches my coat, Schrödinger’s man. His life still hanging in the balance. My hands flies to his, and I don’t think, I push. We’re caught for a moment between two states and then I feel his grip loosen, his eyes blaze and just like that, gravity makes its decision. He slips from me, eyes blank with fear. I squeeze mine shut and hear the wet smack of flesh and bone hitting concrete below.

I hang there taking great gasping breaths. Above me caught on the scaffold platform I see the metal chair, my lovely, lovely, chair wedged hard between two scaffold struts, safely suspending me. My vision blurs as hot tears of relief slide from my cheeks down to the snow beneath me.
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I brace myself against a pole and peer down for the first time safely back on the scaffolding. Matthew is lying facedown on the snow-covered concrete beneath, one of his arms twisted awkwardly beneath him, the other palm-up on the snow beside him. He didn’t have time to break his fall.

Blood pools around him but it’s impossible to tell from here if he’s still breathing.

A healthy person can survive a fall from up to four storeys high if they land the right way. But if they land the wrong way a person can die from just slipping over on an icy pavement. Reassuring statistics if you’re scared of heights.

From up here, it doesn’t look like Matthew – or Stephen, or whoever he is – landed in the right way. But the human body is an incredible instrument of survival, he could still be alive down there.

I find a raw edge of scaffold metal and rub the now stretched plastic tie against it until it finally gives. I push my chair away and struggle to my feet, my muscles quivering. I take the ladder down, rung by rung, salty sweat stinging my eyes. My ankle throbbing like a heartbeat. My wrists are weeping, livid with second- and third-degree burns. My broken hand discoloured. I must be in shock because nothing hurts quite as much as it should.

When I reach the snowy ground at the bottom of the ladder I take a large loop around his sprawled body, making a dash for the dropped shotgun. Matthew’s body doesn’t move. I can’t tell if he’s breathing yet, I’ll need to get closer. I snatch up the fallen shotgun, the back of my bruised skull throbbing as I bend. The gun’s cartridges are spent after hitting the ground and I don’t have more, but somehow I feel safer having the gun in my hands. If the worst comes to the worst at least I have another long metal implement as a weapon.

I creep forward. I need to be able to see his eyes. In case they open, in case he attacks again. I prepare myself, imagining the moment when he will leap up and rush me.

As I get closer I freeze. I see the movement of breath on the still pool around him, slow and faint but still there. Blood puddling round his upper chest and face, but he’s alive.

I look back up to the scaffold behind us. I’d guess it was a fifteen-foot unprotected fall onto concrete. His body position shows he didn’t have time to protect his head before he hit. I can’t be certain, of course, but I’d imagine his ribs will be completely shattered, his collarbone broken; there will be internal bleeding and organ damage.

I can’t see the extent of his head wound as it’s hidden against the concrete. Confident I’m safe for the moment, I crouch next to him. His eyes remain closed as I lean in and with extreme caution take a pulse from his free wrist. I watch his eyelids for movement but the papery skin does not stir. The pulse I feel is weak but it’s there. It’s unlikely he’ll be leaping up to do anything at this point though. I let out a breath. Safe for now.

I set his hand back on the snow gently and look to his pelvis. I’d be amazed if it wasn’t fractured. If he stands any hope of surviving this I’ll need to stabilize it. And I need to move him into a recovery position so he doesn’t choke on his own blood. I need to get him to ICU as soon as possible. I need an ambulance. I need the police. But I have no phone and I’m trapped in the middle of nowhere. The nearest house is a good twenty-minute walk on legs that are already trembling and that’s if anybody’s even home.

But Matthew must have driven us here. I can drive. I check his trouser pockets for keys. Nothing. I stare down at his broken body. What can I do? I choke back a sob. What am I supposed to do? I take one last look at his body and make a decision. Shotgun in hand, I go around the house to the front door.

In the study I find Matthew’s canvas bag, open, as expected, its contents neatly packed: a bunch of cable-ties, a box of cartridges, my pager, Stephen’s mobile phone, a change of clothes, a serrated knife and then, in a small Ziploc bag I find my iPhone. What was he planning on doing with it? I wonder. Send some messages and plant it next to my corpse? I root into the bag’s side pocket and find Rhoda’s car keys. He must have parked by the other entrance, where I parked the rental car before, hidden from the road.

Clumsily, I tear open the plastic bag with numb fingers and fish out my phone. I push the power button and wait. I need to call an ambulance. I can’t risk moving him myself, he might not make it. I won’t have his death on my conscience. The dark screen brightens and the apple logo appears. I’ll call 999 and get someone here as soon as possible.

And then I pause. I think of the press swarming, I think of the photos, the headlines, the inquest, my family and another tenet of The Doctor’s Pledge occurs to me:


I WILL ATTEND TO MY OWN HEALTH,

WELL-BEING, AND ABILITIES

IN ORDER TO PROVIDE CARE OF

THE HIGHEST STANDARD.



My own health and well-being. I look down at my burnt and bleeding hands, my breath coming in snagging rasps. I turn my phone off as soon as the home screen appears. I need to sort out my own health and well-being first. I need to look after myself.

I look around the room. I walk over to the handwritten note and pick it up from the floor. I deliberately do not read the dark black swirls of my writing before folding it up and slipping it safely into my coat pocket.

I bend and scoop up two fresh red cartridges from the parquet with my one good hand. I crack open the shotgun like Dad used to show me, tip out the spent cartridges and slide two new ones in. I click the gun back together, grab the canvas bag and head back outside.

I slump down in front of him, on the cold stone step leading up onto the lawn, and watch him. The winter sun warm on my back, his breathing body sprawled before me, my gun trained on him. And I wait.

He could almost be sleeping, except for the warm wet pool of blood around him. His features so hard and filled with rage before, have dissolved back into Matthew’s pleasingly handsome face. His breath is irregular; he doesn’t have long left – he’ll die of his massive injuries.

I know I’m in shock as I watch tiny, coloured specks flutter across my vision. I find my mind wandering and I wonder what his life could have been like if things had been different. Without his condition. I try to imagine the wife he could have had, the kids, the Christmases, and birthdays celebrated with rooms full of friends.

A muscle quakes under his eye, a synapse firing, electrical impulses going awry, God knows what is happening inside his brain right now. I hope his dreams are sweet, I hope he can’t remember the awful things he has done.

And just as I think it, his eyes flick open. I gasp.

He blinks, his eyes gradually finding me.
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A figure slowly comes into focus in front of me, a woman perched on a snowy step.

There is pain, sharp but distant inside me; my cheek is pressed hard against the cold ground. I let my eyes look down to the darkness beneath me, deep red and wet. Blood, perhaps mine. The thought scares me, so I pass over it. I try to move away from the redness but my muscles won’t respond. I can’t move myself.

What’s happening?

I search for the figure on the step again and she sharpens into focus. A young woman, pretty but dishevelled, her hair in disarray, a smear of red down her cheek.

Maybe this is a dream, I think, because I can’t remember where I am, or how I got here.

She’s watching me intently, her eyes wide and wet but alert, and I notice something grasped tightly in her hands, her knuckles whitening around it.

This doesn’t feel like a dream. My eyes go back to her face.

What’s going on? What’s happened between us?

She looks terrified, terrified of something, maybe me.

What have I done?

I squeeze my eyes shut tight and try to remember.

Why she is scared of me? Why is she holding a gun?

I know her, somehow. I take in her features, her faded freckles, her ruddy cheeks, her soft lips. I know her. Yes, she’s a good person. I trust her. But who I am? A feeling of dread wells inside me.

Have I done something?

I try to ask the figure on the step, the young woman, but the words don’t come. I try a second time and they come in a rasped whisper, a voice I don’t recognize. ‘What happened? What’s wrong?’

The figure is standing now, trembling. ‘Stop it!’ she shouts, colour flooding her face. ‘Stop it! I know what you’re doing, Matthew! Just stop.’

Matthew. My name is Matthew. I try desperately to remember her name. If I can just remember her name then it will all be okay, I know it will, because I know her. We know each other. We’re close, I feel it: she trusts me and I trust her. I have such strong feeling towards her, towards—

‘Marn?’ Her name comes back to me through the void, short and clear.

Her expression wavers. She scrutinizes my face, scowling, appraising me, looking for something. Then she takes a sharp intake of breath and shakes her head in disbelief.

‘Marn. I’m sorry if I did . . . I don’t know what I did. I’m so, so sorry,’ I tell her in a voice I don’t recognize. ‘Marn, what’s going on? I’m scared.’

‘Oh my God,’ she mutters. ‘Oh my God,’ she says again. She gently sits back down on the step and lets her head fall softly into her hands, tears running in streaks down her skin as I watch. ‘What the hell am I meant to—’ She’s sobbing.

I don’t know what to do. I don’t know how to help her.

‘Marn, I don’t know what I did,’ I say, to comfort her. ‘You have to tell me . . . what did I do?’

She looks up slowly.

‘Marn, I’m scared,’ I tell her. ‘I don’t know what’s happening. I’m sorry if I did something bad. I’m so sorry.’

She smears the tears from her eyes with the back of her shaky hand.

She seems to make a choice, her energy changing. She wipes her hands on her trousers and smiles at me with forgiveness; relief floods through me.

‘Yes, I know you’re sorry, Matthew. It’s okay now. Everything is okay. It’s all going to be fine.’

She sets down her gun on the step and slowly makes her way towards me. ‘Are you in pain, Matthew? Where do you feel it?’ she asks softly.

‘I can’t feel much, Marn. Is that okay?’ I peer up into her face and she nods gently.

‘Uh-huh. Yes, that’s okay. Don’t worry about that. Here, let me come around you.’

Sitting on the floor behind me, she pulls me up so that my shoulders and head rest against her chest. She slips her arms around me tightly and holds me in a hug, safe and warm.

‘Don’t worry about anything, Matthew. I’m right here,’ she promises and slowly, slowly I let myself relax.
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‘I will attend to my own health, well-being, and abilities in order to provide care of the highest standard.’

As new mantras go, it’s not a bad one.

I watch her drum her tastefully manicured fingers on her Givenchy midi skirt as warm sunlight streams in through the window behind her, her long dark hair shining in the light, pulled back today in a low sleek ponytail. She taps the stilettoed heel of her thousand-pound boots against the thick cream carpet of the consultation room and sighs.

‘I don’t know,’ she says finally, her beautiful features puckering into a well-groomed frown. ‘I don’t know how that makes me feel, Emma. Should I?’

I shift in my seat, crossing my legs the other way now, rearranging my notepad.

‘That’s okay, Bahareh.’ I let the rich sound of her Iranian name roll off my tongue. ‘Honestly, sometimes it’s okay not to know. That’s why we’re here today, after all.’ I pause. ‘Why don’t you just tell me what happened at your mother-in-law’s this weekend? How did all of that go?’ I urge her on.

She stares out of the window for a moment, her wedding rings sparkling in the refracting light as she takes a deep breath, and then she continues to tell me her problems.

People are endlessly fascinating. Bahareh’s been coming to see me for six weeks now. Her husband is cheating on her. But that’s not the problem as far as she sees it; the problem for her is that she doesn’t care about his infidelities – that’s what bothers her more than anything else. She’d said that in the stillness of our first session together. ‘Surely I should care, shouldn’t I?’

My private practice opened two months ago on Harley Street. It’s small but perfect, a beautifully furnished consultation room in buttery creams and taupe with state-of-the-art tech and an imposing marble lobby. I have twelve regular weekly clients already and my hourly fees are high, so I can pick and choose. And I only work nine to five now.

Of course, none of this would have been possible without the money I received from Peter and the government after Matthew’s death. The compensation money I got. Gratitude money. Hush money. Call it what you want.

It was four months ago that Matthew died cradled in my arms.

I look down at my hands, resting on the notepad, as Bahareh tells me about her nephew’s birthday. My right hand and wrist have permanent nerve damage. I’ve tried to hide the burn marks, the slashes of silvering scar tissue that loop my wrists, with bracelets and the sleeves of my cashmere sweater. I needed minor operations on both hands to remove the fused plastic from my burnt flesh. The joints in my right hand, though reset, ache at night and when I grip anything too hard these days the pain sears right through me. It always will. A fitting reminder never to hold onto anything too hard in the future, I suppose – people, places, the past.

Bahareh lifts her low ponytail off one shoulder, smooths it onto the other and pauses. No, she doesn’t want to talk about the conversation she had with her mother-in-law before the cake came out.

‘It’s okay. This is a safe space,’ I reassure her. ‘She’s not here. This is your time to talk about whatever you want. About how you feel.’

She nods, and her beautiful eyes continue to play across the London rooftops beyond my windows.


I fell asleep holding Matthew that day. A combination of exhaustion, shock and adrenal fatigue. When I woke up, his body lay cold and heavy in my arms. I don’t know how long we’d been like that, his thickened blood pooling out around us framing us against the snow in a bright circle of red. The light was fading when Peter finally arrived but the police who arrived with him weren’t any I recognized.

Chris was nowhere to be seen. Later I’d find out that he’d been searching for me for hours, along byroads and lanes; he’d even headed back to Cuckoo Lodge, checked the house. My phone was full of missed calls from him. And missed calls from Peter too.

Peter had been trying to track me down since that morning when I’d first left the hospital in the car with Rhoda. He called and called, my phone still on silent, and when he realized he couldn’t get hold of me he’d instructed the hospital to page me immediately. But the page came too late.

Richard Groves had alerted Peter to Matthew’s identity that morning. Richard had called Peter highly concerned; he’d finally had a free moment to look at the medical report that I’d emailed him two days before, my report on Matthew. At first, Richard assumed the CT scans I sent him were some kind of sick joke – that I’d sent him old scans of one of his own previous patients, the Unknown Young Male case. He recognized the placement of the pituitary tumour immediately and checked his old records: the scans were an exact match two decades apart. And that is when he’d realized that I hadn’t sent the scans as a joke at all, that I must not be aware, that I had no idea who my patient really was. And, given the unstable nature of the patient Richard knew twenty years previously, he’d called Peter immediately to warn him that I might be at risk.

The police I didn’t recognize carefully helped me out from under Matthew’s body. With gloved hands they bagged my clothes and gave me new warm ones, erecting an incident tent around Matthew’s lifeless body. A medic in a dark uniform carefully dressed my wounds.

Peter took me back into the house for a delicate conversation, warm tea held in my confused and shaky hands. Options were given to me and I made my choice.

Damage limitation was agreed upon.

We decided on a story. Or rather Peter gave me his.

Matthew took his own life. He stole a car belonging to one of the nurses at Princess Margaret’s, Rhoda Madiza, and he drove that car to the childhood home of his doctor, whom he’d become obsessed with and overly dependent on, and he’d taken his own life. Just a confused man, a desperate man with mental health problems. There would even be a typed suicide note. The irony smarts. I ended up doing to him exactly what he planned for me. He jumped from the roof of the house and didn’t even try to break his fall.

And my part in that story? After realizing Matthew was missing from the hospital I’d headed to the wrong place to find him. The beach. The place I assumed he’d return to. By the time I’d worked out my mistake and made it to the house, a place I’d mentioned to him only the day before, Matthew was already dead. What could anyone have done? We didn’t realize until too late how unhappy he was, but sometimes it’s impossible to tell. Tragically, the story goes, Matthew died before we could find out who he was.

I lied. On the record, in my statements to the police, to everyone. Peter led me back outside and I said what Peter told me to say to the officers in the driveway of my old family home, shivering in the sharp January evening, warm tea clutched for dear life in my good hand. Damage limitation Peter called it. I think of the press, of the mistakes I made, and the errors made by Peter, Groves, Rhoda, Nick Dunning and Dr Samuels the military psychiatrist. Matthew slipped through all of our fingers. It’s understandable that some people wouldn’t want the truth to come out. Who would the truth benefit anyway? I lied – for Peter, yes, but mainly for myself.

Mr Nobody’s case was investigated though. Two days after the incident, once I was safely back in London, Peter arrived with plain-clothed officers at my flat. They asked questions and Peter told me to tell them everything I had told him. I would not be implicated and any information relating to open cases would be unconnected with the official Matthew story. They wanted to know about Mr Nobody. So I told them everything Mr Nobody had told me, about the murders he had committed, about his past, the missing soldier, how I got to the top of Richard Groves’s list in the first place. That afternoon the real Stephen Merriman’s body was found in his tiny bedsit off Russell Square. He had been dead for over two months, his remains shoved in a suitcase in a closet. The murder was reported in the news but not in connection to Matthew.

Matthew killed the real Stephen before taking his identity and moving to Norfolk. The officers said he may have found Lillian first before choosing to take Stephen’s identity. Matthew needed someone that no one would miss but that had a strong connection Norfolk. Everyone knew Lillian had a son, but he was in London and they’d never really met him. With Lillian in the late stages of dementia, it was easy for Matthew to take Stephen’s place in her affections. Matthew had chosen the perfect identity for what he needed. He moved into Lillian’s empty house as her son and while she was away in her care home he started to gather information on me, on all of us; he planned each step out meticulously. Knowing he wouldn’t recall almost anything before his self-inflicted reset, he laid a careful trail for himself before he set it all in motion. He left addresses for Lillian’s house and my old house on a phone that he buried on an evening visit to the hospital just before Lillian died on the elderly care ward. Later the officers investigating his case would tell me Matthew’s phone showed he had been to Cuckoo Lodge the night Chris was there, the night the news broke about my real identity. Thankfully I was protected, it was the one night I wasn’t there alone. It was only luck that Zara broke her story that evening and I suddenly had police protection; she made me safe without even realizing it. Matthew remembered just enough and needed to get me on my own. He must have collected whatever he needed from Lillian’s and headed out to find me. But he couldn’t get to me that night so he had to head back to the hospital. If I didn’t know what I know about Matthew I might wonder at how he got in and out so easily, but if you spend your whole life disappearing you’re bound to get good at it. He knew what he needed to do. He lined up the dominoes, stepped back and tapped them. And all to find me, to get me to fix him somehow.

No one believed Nigel Wilton’s suggestion that Matthew was Stephen. A story flared briefly in the Brancaster Times and had a sideline in some of the more salacious tabloids but quickly disappeared. It was easy for people to disregard Nigel’s version of events as the well-meaning but befuddled ramblings of a sweet old man. And when Stephen’s decomposing body was discovered in his London bedsit, Nigel’s story was roundly dropped.

Stories have surfaced since about other murders. I am still in contact with Peter and receive the odd fact-checking phone call from the officers I spoke to with him. They found the remains of a missing Royal Anglian Regiment soldier, Phillip Andrews, about three weeks after our chat. He was found in woodland at Thetford Forest Park, twenty miles from the military base he’d signed out of on leave over a year previously. Another one of Matthew’s identities. When I saw his face on the news I couldn’t help see the similarities. Of course, that’s why he chose him. No wife, no kids, one-bedroom flat, kept himself to himself. Neither the base nor Andrews’s extended family had seen him since he signed out. The situation was bound to raise a few eyebrows at the MOD, an officer returning from Afghanistan and disappearing off the face of the earth, a court-martial offence and certainly worth investigating. Whether the MOD thought Andrews had deserted or defected the day they’d arrived at the hospital I don’t know, but when they didn’t find Andrews in that consultation room, but instead just a man who looked vaguely like him, their work there was done.

And I found out what Matthew did to get me to the top of that list. To ensure that Groves picked me. The investigation has yet to find the missing doctor, Tom Lister; he disappeared after returning home from a backpacking holiday in Sri Lanka last October. Although looking at Tom’s photograph online I seriously wonder if he made it onto that plane back to Heathrow. Looking at him through Matthew’s eyes, he would have been a good match. The last CCTV footage of him leaving Heathrow Airport is grainy, and perhaps it’s my imagination but the tall, dark-haired man caught on film has the same familiar set of shoulders, the same familiar gait, and I couldn’t help wondering if Tom ever actually came back from his trip.

But I kept quiet. It was surprisingly easy to lie, but I hated lying to Joe and Mum. I’ve put them through enough over the years, the least I can do is protect them from more fallout.

Thankfully Mum has been all right since the news about our family broke. Her friends were so supportive when they found out who Mum’s husband used to be, they rallied around her, protective and unimpeachable. I can’t believe how wrong I got them. They were there for her, her rocks, and they couldn’t understand why she’d kept so big a secret from them.

I understand why she did though. It’s hard to learn to trust again after the person you trusted the most lets you down the most. But if there’s one thing she’s taught me it’s that it’s never too late to learn new things, to put yourself out there, to try again.

After Matthew’s death Joe rushed up to Norfolk to be with me. He stayed over, helped me move back to London the next day, helped me while I healed. Thankfully, I didn’t need to go back to the hospital. Chris collected my belongings from Princess Margaret’s and brought them to Cuckoo Lodge. I don’t know what I would have done without Joe and Chris in the days afterwards. They shielded me from the press and worked with Peter to get me home as quickly and painlessly as possible. Joe collected me after my operations, dutifully took care of my food shopping and cooked up healthy meals while I recovered.

Chris visited me in hospital and afterward, during my recuperation, his towering presence filling my tiny one-bed flat. He’s been visiting ever since.

He and Zara filed for divorce last month. Zara was heartbroken when they split, of course, but as one door closes another is jimmied open. Chris tells me she’s fine now, she’s resilient, she’s moving to Manchester to take a job at the Manchester Evening News. I wish her the best, no hard feelings my end, we’re all just trying to get what we need. I hope she gets hers. I know I should feel bad about coming between them, but if I’m brutally honest, I don’t. I’ve known Chris since we were children. He feels like coming home. It doesn’t feel wrong. It’s like everything that was good from my past has somehow been kept alive in him. He makes me feel like none of the bad stuff back then happened, or rather that it did happen but it’s okay that it did, because I’m still me. Either way he feels like home to me and I haven’t had one of those feelings for a really long time.

Sometimes I fantasize about what would have happened if I had never left Norfolk, if none of it had ever happened and Chris and I had got together straight after university. I like to imagine what our children would be like now, what our house would look like. I’ve never felt that way about anyone before. It’s strange, it’s nice. We don’t want to rush into anything but Chris has mentioned transferring to London for work. But the more I think about it the more I think I could move out of the city myself and commute – we’ll see.

I didn’t say goodbye to Rhoda when I left Norfolk, but I sent her a letter thanking her for all her help with Matthew, and for her bravery that day. She wrote back and told me she’d given a reading at Matthew’s funeral, a poem she’d read him in the hospital that he’d enjoyed. He would have liked that, I think. The part of him that wasn’t broken would have definitely liked that.

I looked back over the Young Male case a lot in the weeks and months after his death. What a hard and terrifying life to have to live. Every time he forgot, he was accused of faking his symptoms; by his early twenties he was homeless, nameless – without a social security number or a bank account. He had no choice; he was forced to live outside society. He moved from hostel to hostel unable to get a job and heave himself out of his nightmare. The doctors who treated him, Groves included, didn’t test him thoroughly, they took no fMRIs, so they never saw the incontrovertible proof that he wasn’t faking. That his hippocampus simply wasn’t responding the way it should. No one helped him. He had no name and they wouldn’t let him have a new one. I can’t even imagine how it must have felt for him to be told there was nothing wrong with him when he couldn’t even remember his own name. But he didn’t crumble, he adapted, he adapted to survive. He morphed into something else, something that, in the end, even he couldn’t stand to remember.

He could have had that operation. It might have worked and after rehabilitation he would have stood trial. I could have testified to his diminished responsibility on all counts. There is a legal precedent that those who cannot remember committing their crimes cannot be charged with those crimes. But he didn’t want that. He knew he would be tried for the crimes he’d committed and, with a condition as rare as his, my expert testimony might not have been enough to get him treatment instead of a life sentence. He may very well have been sentenced for crimes that, in a sense, he hadn’t actually done himself. Like being sentenced for a crime you committed in a dream. Either way, he would have been institutionalized for life. I wish I could have helped him.

I hope he died happy. I hope I helped that lost soul trapped inside him just a little bit at the end; I hope he had some small piece of happiness between all of that horror.

It’s funny, I remember watching Ben Taylor’s parents leave the hospital that day, their receding figures walking away down the corridor, hand in hand. I hoped then that they’d find it in themselves to stop looking, to stop searching for the thing they’d lost, and to finally carve out their own little piece of life in the time they had left.

I’m not sorry for what I did. For lying. I’m happy to take the money and walk away. Because there’s a limit to how far we should go for others.


I watch Bahareh as she talks, her voice soft and meandering, her plight so clear, so poignant. If she could only see herself through my eyes. But that’s my job, isn’t it, to shine a light back on her.

I still find it strange how easy it is to see solutions for others but not for yourself. Those years I slogged out sixteen-hour days, no weekends, no holidays – no life. It’s hard to recognize compulsion when you’re in the thick of it. The compulsion to fill the hole you left, Dad. It’s only now I really see it. I’ve been replaying the same story. I’ve been replaying you, with every patient I’ve seen, replaying the imagined moment I could have fixed you. Over and over again. Classic PTSD. But I couldn’t have fixed you then. And I can’t fix you now.

I didn’t see you that night at the bottom of the stairs, Dad, you didn’t put your coat on and leave; you were just a figment of my addled brain. You’re gone.

At the back of my mind, I suppose, I always knew you died, but I was so enamoured with the idea you might come back one day and explain it all. Explain it all away. Tell me you didn’t do what you did. Or I’d explain why you did what you did for you, through someone else, through my job, finally I’d work out why you did it all. Why people ever do the things they do. Somehow, I thought I’d uncover your reasons. But I’ve been scrambling around for too long now trying to gather together the broken pieces of you, the shattered fragments you left all over our lives. I’ve been so focused on putting those pieces – and you – back together again that somewhere along the way I came apart at the seams.

But it’s time for me to put myself back together.

Bahareh’s warm eyes find mine. ‘I just don’t know why I’m doing any of it anymore. You know?’ she asks. ‘I used to try so hard to please him, to make him love me . . . but now—’ She breaks off, lost in thought.

‘Now?’ I prompt.

‘Now I realize. We can’t change people, can we?’

‘No. No, we can’t,’ I answer. ‘People have to change themselves.’
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Saturday, October 1

The Grave



Have you ever wondered how long it takes to dig a grave? Wonder no longer. It takes an age. However long you think it takes, double that.


I’m sure you’ve seen it in movies: the hero, gun to his head perhaps, as he sweats and grunts his way deeper and deeper into the earth until he’s standing six feet down in his own grave. Or the two hapless crooks who argue and quip in the hilarious madcap chaos as they shovel frantically, dirt flying skywards with cartoonish ease.

It’s not like that. It’s hard. Nothing about it is easy. The ground is solid and heavy and slow. It’s so damn hard.

And it’s boring. And long. And it has to be done.

The stress, the adrenaline, the desperate animal need to do it, sustains you for about twenty minutes. Then you crash.

Your muscles yawn against the bones in your arms and legs. Skin to bone, bone to skin. Your heart aches from the aftermath of the adrenal shock, your blood sugar drops, you hit the wall. A full-body hit. But you know, you know with crystal clarity, that high or low, exhausted or not, that hole’s getting dug.

Then you kick into another gear. It’s that halfway point in a marathon when the novelty has worn off and you’ve just got to finish the joyless bloody thing. You’ve invested; you’re all in. You’ve told all your friends you’d do it, you made them pledge donations to some charity or other, one you have only a vague passing connection to. They guiltily promised more money than they really wanted to give, feeling obligated because of some bike ride or other they might have done at university, the details of which they bore you with every time they get drunk. I’m still talking about the marathon, stick with me. And then you went out every evening, on your own, shins throbbing, headphones in, building up miles, for this. So that you can fight yourself, fight with your body, right there, in that moment, in that stark moment, and see who wins. And no one but you is watching. And no one but you really cares. It’s just you and yourself trying to survive. That is what digging a grave feels like, like the music has stopped but you can’t stop dancing. Because if you stop dancing, you die.

So you keep digging. You do it, because the alternative is far worse than digging a never-ending God-awful hole in the hard compacted soil with a shovel you found in some old man’s shed.

As you dig you see colours drift across your eyes: phosphenes caused by metabolic stimulation of neurons in the visual cortex due to low oxygenation and low glucose. Your ears roar with blood: low blood pressure caused by dehydration and overexertion. But your thoughts? Your thoughts skim across the still pool of your consciousness, only occasionally glancing the surface. Gone before you can grasp them. Your mind is completely blank. The central nervous system treats this overexertion as a fight-or-flight situation; exercise-induced neurogenesis, along with that ever-popular sports mag favourite, ‘exercise-induced endorphin release,’ acts to both inhibit your brain and protect it from the sustained pain and stress of what you are doing.

Exhaustion is a fantastic emotional leveler. Running or digging.


Around the forty-five-minute mark I decide six feet is an unrealistic depth for this grave. I will not manage to dig down to six feet. I’m five foot six. How would I even climb out? I would literally have dug myself into a hole.

According to a 2014 YouGov survey, five foot six is the ideal height for a British woman. Apparently that is the height that the average British man would prefer his partner to be. So, lucky me. Lucky Mark. God, I wish Mark were here.

So if I’m not digging six feet under, how far under? How deep is deep enough?

Bodies tend to get found because of poor burial. I don’t want that to happen. I really don’t. That would definitely not be the outcome I’m after. And a poor burial, like a poor anything else really, comes down to three things:


1. Lack of time

2. Lack of initiative

3. Lack of care



In terms of time: I have three to six hours to do this. Three hours is my conservative estimate. Six hours is the daylight I have left. I have time.

I believe I have initiative; two brains are better than one. I hope. I just need to work through this step by step.

And number three: care? God, do I care. I care. More than I have ever cared in my entire life.


Three feet is the minimum depth recommended by the ICCM (Institute of Cemetery and Crematorium Management). I know this because I Googled it. I Googled it before I started digging. See, initiative. Care. I squatted down next to the body, wet leaves and mud malty underfoot, and I Googled how to bury a body. I Googled this on the body’s burner phone. If they do find the body . . . they won’t find the body . . . and manage to retrieve the data . . . they won’t retrieve the data . . . then this search history is going to make fantastic reading.


Two full hours in, I stop digging. The hole is just over three feet deep. I don’t have a tape measure, but I remember that three feet is around crotch height. The height of the highest jump I managed on the horse-riding holiday I took before I left for university twelve years ago. An eighteenth-birthday present. Weird what sticks in the memory, isn’t it? But here I am, waist-deep in a grave, remembering a gymkhana. I got second prize, by the way. I was very happy with it.

Anyway, I’ve dug approximately three feet deep, two feet wide, six feet long. Yes, that took two hours.

To reiterate: digging a grave is very hard.

Just to put this into perspective for you, this hole, my two-hour hole, is: 3 ft x 2 ft x 6 ft, which is 36 cubic feet of soil, which is 1 cubic metre of soil, which is 1.5 tons of soil. And that – that – is the weight of a hatchback car or a fully grown beluga whale or the average hippopotamus. I have moved the equivalent of that up and slightly to the left of where it was before. And this grave is only three feet deep.

|   |   |

I look across the mud at the mound and slowly hoist myself out, forearms trembling under my own weight. The body lies across from me under a torn tarpaulin, its brilliant cobalt a slash of colour against the brown forest floor. I’d found it abandoned, hanging like a veil from a branch, back towards the layby, in quiet communion with an abandoned fridge. The fridge’s small freezer-box door creaking calmly in the breeze. Flytipped.

There’s something so sad about flytipped objects, isn’t there? Desolate. But kind of beautiful. I suppose, in a sense, I’ve come to flytip a body.

The fridge has been here a while – I know this because I saw it from the car window as we drove past here three months ago, and nobody has come for it yet. We were on our way back to London from Norfolk, Mark and I, after celebrating our anniversary, and here the fridge still is months later. Odd to think so much has happened – to me, to us – in that time, but nothing has changed here. As if this spot were adrift from time, a holding area. It has that feel. Perhaps no one has been here since the fridge owner was here, and God knows how long ago that might have been. The fridge looks distinctly seventies – you know, in that bricky way. Bricky, Kubricky. A monolith in a damp English wood. Obsolete. Three months it’s been here at least and no collection, no men from the tip. No one comes here, that’s clear. Except us. No council workers, no disgruntled locals to write letters to the council, no early morning dog walkers to stumble across my quarry. This was the safest place I could think of. So here we are. It will take a while for it all to settle, the soil. But I think the fridge and I have enough time.


I look it over, the crumpled-tarp mound. Underneath lie flesh, skin, bone, teeth. Three and a half hours dead.

I wonder if he’s still warm. My husband. Warm to the touch. I Google it. Either way, I don’t want the shock.

Okay.

Okay, the arms and legs should be cold to the touch but the main body will still be warm. Okay then.

I take a long, full exhalation.

Okay, here we go . . .

I stop. Wait.

I don’t know why, but I clear his burner phone’s search history. It’s pointless, I know; the phone’s untraceable and after a couple of hours in the damp October ground it won’t work anyway. But then, maybe it will. I place the burner back in his coat pocket and slip his personal iPhone out of his chest pocket. It’s on airplane mode.

I look through the photo library. Us. Tears well and then streak in two hot dribbles down my face.

I fully remove the tarp, exposing everything it conceals. I wipe the phone for prints, return it to its warm chest pocket, and brace my knees to drag.


I’m not a bad person. Or maybe I am. Maybe you should decide? But I should definitely explain. And to explain I need to go back. Back to that anniversary morning, three months ago.
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Friday, July 8

Anniversary Morning



We woke up before sunrise this morning. Mark and I. It’s our anniversary morning. The anniversary of the first day we met.

We’ve been staying in a boutique pub hotel on the Norfolk coast. Mark found it in the Financial Times’s ‘How to Spend It’ supplement. He has a subscription but the supplements are the only bits he ever gets time to read. The FT was right, though; this is ‘the cozy-country bolt-hole of your dreams.’ And I’m glad this is ‘how we’re spending it.’ Of course, it’s not my ‘it’ we’re spending, really, but I suppose it will be soon.

The hotel is a perfect country nest of fresh seafood, cold beer, and cashmere throws. Chelsea-on-Sea, the guidebooks call it.

We’d spent the past three days walking until our muscles were loose and heavy, our cheeks flushed from English sun and windburn, hair smelling of forest and salty sea. Walking and then fucking, bathing, and eating. Heaven.

The hotel had originally been built in 1651 as a coaching inn for customs officials making that bumpy trip to London and had since boasted famous Norfolkian and Battle of Trafalgar winner Vice Admiral Horatio Lord Nelson as a regular patron. He stayed in room 5, the one next to ours, and came here to collect his dispatches every Saturday of his five-year unemployment, apparently. Interesting that Lord Nelson had stretches of unemployment. I suppose I always thought if you were in the Navy, then you were just in the Navy. But there you go. It happens to the best of us. Anyway, throughout the years, livestock auctions, assizes, and all the fun of the Jane Austen fair had been hosted here in the hotel.

The coffee-table book in our room had gleefully informed us that the preliminary hearings for the infamous Burnham Murderers trial had been held in what was now the private dining room downstairs. ‘Infamous’ is questionable. I had certainly never heard of them. So I read up.

The story began in 1835 with the wife of a shoemaker violently retching up her stomach at the family dinner table as her husband watched. Mrs. Taylor, the retcher, had been poisoned with arsenic. The flour in the larder had been laced with the stuff, and arsenic traces were later found in her stomach lining at autopsy. An inquest into the poisoning found that Mr. Taylor had been having an affair with their neighbor, a Mrs. Fanny Billing. And Fanny Billing had recently purchased three-pennyworth of arsenic from a local druggist. That arsenic had made its way into the Taylors’ flour bag and consequently into the dumplings that ended the life of Mrs. Taylor. I guess Mr. Taylor was abstaining that evening. Perhaps Mr. Taylor was on a no-carbs diet.

Further information supplied by another neighbor at the inquest stated that a Mrs. Catherine Frary had had access to the Taylors’ home that day and had been heard telling Fanny before her questioning, ‘Hold your own and they can’t hurt us.’

Upon further investigation it was found that Catherine’s husband and her child had also both died very suddenly the previous fortnight.

Foul play was suspected. Catherine’s husband’s and child’s stomachs were shipped to Norwich, where analysis confirmed they too contained arsenic. A witness at the Taylor house attested he had seen Catherine attending to the sick Mrs. Taylor, post-retching, and he had seen her add a white powder ‘on the tip of a knife from a paper packet’ into Mrs. Taylor’s gruel, poisoning her a second time. This time fatally. The two women had also poisoned Catherine’s sister-in-law the week before.

Catherine and Fanny were hung in Norwich for the multiple murders of their husbands, as well as Mrs. Taylor, Catherine’s child, and Catherine’s sister-in-law. According to the Niles’ Weekly Register of October 17, 1835: the pair were ‘launched into eternity amidst an immense concourse of spectators, (20,000 or 30,000), above one-half of whom were women.’ Launched into eternity. Nice shipping reference.

Odd to put ‘the Burnham Murderers’ in the hotel information booklet, especially considering the nature of weekend getaways.


The alarm wakes us at four-thirty in the morning from our warm bundle of goose down and Egyptian cotton. We dress in silence, our clothes laid out the night before: thin cotton T-shirts, walking boots, jeans, and woollen sweaters for before the sun rises. I make us some coffee using the little machine in the room while Mark fixes his hair in the bathroom. Mark’s not a vain man by any standard, but like most men in their thirties, his getting ready seems to be mainly hair-based. I like his dithering, though, a little chink in his perfection. I like that I can be ready quicker. We drink our coffee fully clothed on top of the duvet, windows open, his arm around me, silent. We’ll have enough time to jump in the car and get to the beach for the break of dawn. Sunrise is listed as 5.05 on the daily information card by the bed.

We drive in relative silence to Holkham Beach, breathing and thinking. We’re together, but alone with our thoughts and each other. Trying to hang on to the thick sleepiness that hasn’t quite faded away yet. There’s an innate sense of ritual to it all. We have that sometimes; things just happened that way for us. A little bit of magic creeps into our lives and we nurture it like a succulent. We’ve done all this before; it’s one of our things. Anniversary morning. As we pull in to park I wonder if we’ll still celebrate this day after we’re married, two months from now. Or maybe that will be our new day?

We get out to thick quiet at Holkham Hall. Silence pierced intermittently by bursts of rich birdsong. A herd of deer in the adjoining field look up as we slam the car doors, and freeze. We hold their gaze, all momentarily caught in stasis, until their attention drops back down to the grass.

We are one of the first cars of the day in the clay gravel car park; it will get much busier later – it always does – with dogs and families, horseboxes and riders, family clans eking out the last of the good weather. Apparently this heat won’t last. But then, they say that every year, don’t they?

No one is in sight yet as we make our way along the gravel tracks down to the great desert stretch of Holkham Beach, four miles of golden-white sand skirted by pine forests. The North Sea wind bends patches of wild grasses and whips sand up into the air along the ridgebacks of towering dunes. Miles of freshly blown sand and sea and not a soul in sight. Unearthly in the predawn light. A fresh barren landscape. It always feels like a clean start. Like the New Year.

Mark takes my hand and we walk out towards the shore. At the water’s edge we squeeze off our boots and slip into the icy North Sea, jeans pushed up to our knees.

His smile. His eyes. His hot hand tightly gripping mine. The sharp taut feeling of the icy water on my feet, bursting into a fluid white heat up my legs. Burning cold. We’d timed it exactly right. The sky starts to lighten. We laugh. Mark counts down to 5.05 on his wristwatch and we look patiently east across the water.

The entire sky lightens to twilight before the sun crests the silver water. Yellow streaks the horizon and ombrés out to peaches and pinks as it hits the lowest clouds, and beyond – the whole sky blazes blue. Azure blue. Ha. It’s so beautiful. So beautiful I feel nauseous.

When we can’t stand the cold anymore, I wade back to shore, bending to clean the sand off my feet in the shallows before I put my boots back on. My engagement ring catches the full glare of the sun refracting through the crystal water. The early morning mist is gone, the air full of moisture, salty and crisp. So bright. So clear. The sky in high-definition blue. The best day of the year. Always. So much hope, every year.

Mark asked me to marry him last October, after his thirty-fifth birthday. Although we’d been together for years, it had still been a surprise, somehow. I sometimes wonder if things pass me by more than other people. Maybe I don’t pay enough attention, or maybe I’m just not that good at picking stuff up. Things often surprise me. I’m always surprised to find out from Mark that so-and-so didn’t like so-and-so, or somebody was attracted to me or had some other strong reaction. I never notice. I suppose that’s probably for the best. What you don’t know can’t hurt you.

Mark notices things. He’s very good with people. People light up when they see him coming. They love him. People often ask me, on the rare occasions that we do anything separately, ‘Isn’t Mark coming?’ with a tone of bemused disappointment. I don’t take it personally, because that’s how I feel too. Mark makes all situations better. He listens, really listens. He holds eye contact. Not aggressively but in a way that reassures people – his look says: I’m here, and that’s enough for me. He’s interested in people. Mark’s look has no angle; he’s just there, with you.


We sit high on a dune, looking out across the wide flat expanse of sky and sea. It’s windier up here. The air howls in our ears. I’m glad of the thick jumpers. The coarse Irish wool gives off the scent of animal as it warms. The conversation turns to the future. Our plans. We’ve always made plans on this day. Like resolutions, I suppose, mid-year resolutions. I’ve always enjoyed planning ahead, since I was a child. I like to plan. I like to take stock. Mark had never really done resolutions before we met, but he took to it instantly – it suited him, the progressive futurist nature of it.

My mid-year resolutions aren’t out of the ordinary. The usual: read more, watch TV less, work smarter, spend more time with loved ones, eat better, drink less, be happy. And then Mark says he wants to focus on work more.

Mark works in banking. I know, yes, boo hiss. But all I can say is: he’s not an arsehole. You’ll have to trust me on that. He’s definitely no Eton, drinking-club, polo-team alumnus. He’s a Yorkshire lad made good. Granted, his dad wasn’t exactly a coal miner or anything. Mr. Roberts, now retired, had been a pensions adviser for Prudential in East Riding.

Mark moved forward fast in the City, passed his regulation exams, became a trader, specialized in sovereigns, got poached, got promoted, and then it happened. The financial crash.

The bottom fell out of the financial industry. Everyone who understood was terrified from the first day. They could see it all spooling out ahead of them. Technically, Mark was fine. His job was safe – if anything, it was safer than before because he specialized in the exact thing that everyone needed help with after the crash, sovereign debt. But bonuses plummeted for everyone. Which was fine, we weren’t exactly on the breadline, but a lot of his friends got made redundant, which was terrifying. It scared me at the time, watching grown adults failing; they had kids in schools, and mortgages they couldn’t afford anymore. The wives hadn’t worked since pregnancy. No one had a backup plan. That year was the year that people came to dinner and cried. They’d leave our house apologizing, smiling bravely, and promising to see us once they’d moved back to their hometowns and got their lives back on track. We never heard from a lot of them again. We’d hear that they’d moved back in with their parents in Berkshire or moved to work in Australia, or divorced.

Mark switched banks; all his colleagues had been let go where he was and he’d been left doing five people’s jobs, so he took a chance and went somewhere else.

The new bank, I don’t like. It’s not quite right. The men there manage to be fat and yet sinewy at the same time. They’re out of shape, and they smoke, which I didn’t used to mind at all, but now it has that air of nervous desperation. That worries me. It smells of bile and broken dreams. Mark’s colleagues sometimes come out with us for drinks and sneer and bitch about their wives and kids, as if I weren’t there. As if were it not for those women they’d be on some beach somewhere.

Mark isn’t like them; he looks after himself. He runs, he swims, he plays tennis, he keeps himself healthy, and now he sits in a room for eleven hours a day with these men. I know he’s strong-minded but I can see it’s wearing him down. And now, on this day of all days, on our anniversary, he announces he wants to focus on work more.

Focus means I’ll see him less. He already works too hard. He gets up at 6 A.M. every weekday, leaves the house at 6.30, has lunch at his desk and gets home to me totally exhausted at 7.30 at night. We have dinner and talk, maybe watch a film, and he’s in bed with the lights out at 10.00 to do it all again.

‘That’s what I want to change, though,’ he says. ‘I’ve been working there for a year now. When I moved there they promised I’d only be in this position initially, until we restructured the department. But they won’t let me do that. They won’t let me restructure. So I’m not actually doing what they hired me to do.’ He sighs. Rubs his hand up and down his face. ‘Which is fine. But I need to have a proper conversation with Lawrence. We need to talk about my end-of-year bonus, or changing the team, because some of these jokers have no idea what they’re doing.’ He pauses, then looks at me. ‘I’m serious, Erin. I wasn’t going to tell you this, but after that deal went through on Monday, Hector rang me crying.’

‘Why was he crying?’ I ask, surprised. Hector has worked alongside Mark for years now. When Mark left the other bank, when everything was going wrong, Mark promised Hector he’d find him a position if he moved. And he kept his promise. Mark made Hector part of his deal when he moved. They came as a pair or not at all.

‘You know we were waiting for the figures the other day to sign off on the deal?’ He looks at me searchingly.

‘Yeah, you took the call in the car park,’ I say, nodding him on. He’d slipped out of our pub lunch yesterday and spent an hour pacing the gravel while his food went cold. I’d read my book. I’m self-employed, so I know the ‘phone wander’ well.

‘Yeah, he told me he’d got the figures. The guys on the trading desk had been really hard to even get in the office over the holidays and they’d made it pretty difficult for him. They’ve called a meeting once we’re back to discuss overtime hours and fair practice. It’s ridiculous. Anyway. Hector spoke to New York, tried to explain that no one was in and why the figures were late and they went fucking mental. Andrew . . . You remember Andrew in New York, right? I told you about the—’

‘That guy I heard swearing at you through the phone at Brianny’s wedding?’ I interrupt.

He snorts and smiles. ‘Yeah, Andrew. He’s . . . highly strung. But anyway. So Andrew screams at Hector on the phone, and Hector freaks out and just prices the deal and hits send. Goes to bed. Wakes up to hundreds of missed calls and emails. Turns out they’d put an extra zero in the figures. Greg and the other guys on the desk put it in to slow down the deal. They thought Hector would look it over before sending and get them to redo it next week once we were all back in the office, but Hector didn’t check it. He signed off on it and sent it. And that is a legally binding contract.’

‘Oh my God, Mark. Can’t they just say it was an error?’

‘Not really, honey. So Hector rings me and he’s trying to explain that he just assumed it would be right and he always, always, usually checks . . . but Andrew said send it and . . . and then he just starts crying. Erin, I just . . . I feel like I’m surrounded by absolute—’ Mark stops himself and shakes his head ruefully. ‘So, I’m going to put feelers out for somewhere else. I’m one hundred percent happy to take a bonus drop, or a wages cut; the market’s not going back to the way it was anyway. Who are we kidding? I just don’t need this stress anymore. I want my life back. I want you and babies, and our evenings again.’

I like the sound of that. Very much. I hug him. Bury my head in his shoulder. ‘I want that too.’

‘Good.’ He kisses my hair lightly.

‘I’ll find a good place, hand in my notice after this Hector stuff settles, take my gardening leave for the wedding and honeymoon stretch, and start back hopefully around November. Just in time for Christmas.’

He’s done ‘gardening leave’ before – everyone who works in the financial sector has to take a mandatory leave between jobs; it’s supposed to stop insider trading but it’s essentially a two-month paid holiday. This does sound like a pretty good plan. Good for him. But I could definitely take a few weeks away from my work too. We could make a thing of it, get some serious honeymooning done. I’m working on my first feature-length documentary right now but I’ll have completed the first stage of filming by the wedding, and then I should have a good three- to four-week gap before I start on the second stage. That three to four weeks could definitely work in our favour.

A warm feeling spreads through my chest. This is good. This will be better for us.

‘Where shall we go?’ he asks.

‘Honeymoon?’

This is the first time we’ve really talked about it. It’s two months away now, the wedding. We’ve covered all of that but this we’ve left fresh. Untouched, like an unopened gift. But I guess now is as good a time as any to broach the subject. I’m excited by the possibility of it all. Having him all to myself for weeks.

‘Let’s go crazy. It might be the last time we have the time or the money.’ I throw it out there.

‘Yes!’ he shouts, matching my energy.

‘Two weeks – no, three weeks?’ I offer. I squint, thinking through the filming schedule and interviews I have to do. I can manage three.

‘Now we’re talking. Caribbean? Maldives? Bora Bora?’ he asks.

‘Bora Bora. That sounds perfect. I have no idea where it is but it sounds glorious. Fuck it. First class? Can we do first class?’

He grins at me. ‘We can do first class. I’ll book it.’

‘Great!’ I’ve never flown first class before.

And then I say something I’ll probably live to regret.

‘I’m going to scuba dive with you. When we go. I’ll try it again. Then we can go down together.’ I say it because it seems like all I can give Mark to show him how much I love him. Like a cat with a dead mouse in its mouth. Whether he wants it or not, I drop it at his feet.

‘Seriously?’ He stares at me, concerned, the sunlight creasing his eyes, the breeze ruffling his dark hair. He wasn’t expecting that.

Mark’s a qualified diver. He’s been trying to get me to go with him on every trip we’ve ever been on together, but I’ve always chickened out. I had a bad experience once, before we met. I panicked. Nothing serious, but the whole idea really scares the shit out of me. I don’t like the idea of feeling trapped. The thought of the pressure and the slow underwater ascents fills me with dread. But I want to do this thing for him. New life together, new challenges.

I grin. ‘Yes, definitely!’ I can do it. How hard can it be? Kids do it. I’ll be fine.

He looks at me. ‘I fucking love you, Erin Locke,’ he says. Just like that.

‘I fucking love you too, Mark Roberts.’

He leans in, tilts my head, and kisses me.

‘Are you real?’ he asks, fixing my gaze.

We’ve played this game before, except it’s not really a game at all. Or is it? A mind game perhaps.

What he’s actually asking is, ‘Is this real?’ It’s so good it must be a trick, a mistake. I must be lying. Am I lying?

I give it a second. I let the muscles of my face fall as he studies me. I let my pupils contract like the universe imploding and calmly reply, ‘No.’ No, I’m not real. It’s scary. I’ve only done it a few times. Absented myself from my own face. Made myself disappear. Like a phone reverting to factory settings.

‘No, I’m not real,’ I say simply, my face blank and open.

It has to look like I mean it.

It works best when it looks real.

His eyes flicker and jump across my face, searching for a hook, a crack to hang understanding on. There’s nothing there. I’ve disappeared.

I know he worries. He worries deep down that one day I will actually just vanish. Leave. That this isn’t real. That he’ll wake up and everything will be the same in the house but I won’t be there. I know that fear; I see it fluttering across his face at random moments when we’re out with friends or standing on opposite sides of a busy room. I see it, that look, and then I know that he is real. I see it on his face now. And that’s enough for me.

I let the smile creep out of me and his face bursts with joy. He laughs. Flushing with emotion. I laugh and then he takes my face in his hands again and puts his lips to mine. Like I’ve won a race. Like I’m back from war. Well done, me. God, I love you, Mark. He pulls me into the salt marsh reeds and we fuck, desperately, hands full of woollen jumper and wet skin. As he comes I whisper in his ear, ‘I’m real.’
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