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      I step forward onto the main concourse of Glasgow Central station to find the not uncommon feature of a wet and greasy surface. As I rush forward, my foot skids on the tiles and I totter for a second or two, trying to regain my balance. For a moment, I marvel at the thought of a city with Glasgow’s pedigree for science, art and culture accepting some genius’s idea to floor their principal railway station with tiles. My years of teenage ballet training serve to no avail when a surge of rushing commuters jostle past. Clutching my handbag to my chest, my other hand reaches out, seeking a hand, an arm, a shoulder… anything for support, but it’s not to be. I yelp as my hip thuds against a bench whilst my ankle twists under me, my torso spiralling to the ground. I notice one heel of my stilettos is twisted out of shape.

      Crowds of passengers pass me in a blur in the moments I take to nurse my wounds and regain some composure. I realise I’ve scraped my thigh, but more concerning is my throbbing ankle. Once I’ve confirmed there’s nothing broken, I apply a gentle massage to ease the pain then try staggering to my feet.

      “You alright, luv?” I hear the man’s voice, an English accent, as my elbow is supported, lifting me upright. He’s gone before I can consider a reply. A literal case of too little, too late, I think.

      Biting on my lip to deflect my attention from the pains in my leg, I shuffle forward a few paces. I feel strange, disoriented. It’s not the fall. My head is fuzzy; I can’t seem to think straight. It isn’t only my throbbing ankle; my limbs are sore, disjointed almost, and I have an ache from my nether regions. I must be coming down with something.

      I glance upwards towards the enormous destination screen. At first, all I see is flashing lights, too painful to focus, but I make out the time showing on the digital clock; it’s 8.56. I’m going to be late.

      Something else is wrong. I’m never late. I’m diligent. In the four months since I started at Archers International, I haven’t ever arrived less than fifteen minutes early. Mr Ronson, the regional director, told me he was impressed by my work and my commitment. He said I would have a great future with the company. Now, here am I, requiring a five-minute brisk stroll to the office and I’m struggling to walk.
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      It’s almost 9.40 by the time I exit the lift on the seventh floor. I push through the double doors, entering the expansive open plan section, stumbling towards my desk.

      Seeing me, Margaret steps from her private room. She asks, “Where the hell have you been?”

      I’m aware of everyone in the office turning to look at me. Then their heads go down. They’re pretending not to listen but their ears are primed. The tension is palpable. Margaret Hamilton is my department supervisor. She’s had a love-hate relationship with me ever since I joined the company. It isn’t personal; she hates it whenever Mr Ronson gives credit to anyone for their work, unless it’s her, and she loves any opportunity to put someone down, no matter who. Particularly when it’s one of the younger or newer female members of staff who she feels she can bully. Margaret is tall and thin with a face which, on better days, looks like a chewed toffee. The girls in the office joke that she must be a reincarnation of her namesake who played the Wicked Witch of the West in the original version of The Wizard of Oz. It’s cruel, but then so is she. Margaret’s in her fifties, married with grown-up children who’ve fled the nest. I’ve been told that she lives a bitter existence with a nasty, cruel beast of a husband, only relieving her angst by lording it over her subordinates at work. If it’s true, then maybe I don’t grudge her the release, just provided I’m not the victim. Unfortunately, right now, I’m in her sights.

      “I’m sorry. I know I’m late, but I had a bit of an accident on the way here. I tripped and I’ve injured my ankle, broken my shoe, too. I came here as quickly as I could.” I chance a smile, in the hope my pain and distress might trigger a hint of sympathy.

      “Don’t talk nonsense, Briony.” She scowls at me in a most disarming way. “If it was only a matter of you being a few minutes late, then I’d have let it go with a reprimand, but you can’t get away with this kind of behaviour. You’ve really let us down. It’s not only me. Mr Ronson was livid.”

      I’m genuinely taken aback. I can’t understand where this is coming from. Maybe it’s a trick, and she’s trying to put me off my guard. “What do you mean? I’d never let you down. I love my job. Tell me what you mean.”

      “You can’t be serious. You’ve been absent with no explanation for three days. You didn’t tell us why, or let us know where you were, and you didn’t answer our calls. You missed the major client presentation on Tuesday. The one your team’s been working its socks off to prepare, the client we’ve been courting for three months to pull off, and you think that’s acceptable?” She looks me up and down. “Now you swan in here looking like a tramp. Your makeup’s blotchy, your hair’s a mess and you look as if you’ve slept in those clothes.” Her eyes harden. “It looks like you’ve been on one almighty bender. Or are you on drugs and just come out of a trip? I don’t know what you’ve been up to and frankly, I don’t care.”

      What does she mean? I don’t do drugs. Admittedly, back in my university years I tried smoking weed a couple of times, but that was years ago, and it did nothing for me. As for alcohol, I’ll sometimes have a glass of wine or three, but it’s only ever social drinking. I may occasionally challenge the official government guidelines for the maximum number of units recommended for healthy consumption, but I don’t get drunk and I’ve never been, or want to be, ‘out of my mind’ with drink.

      My head spins and I think I might faint. I can’t make sense of what she’s just said. “Three days? But, but… it’s not true. I… I … wait a…” I try to speak but my thoughts are jumbled. I can’t form a coherent sentence. I grasp the back of a chair for support, fearing I may otherwise collapse.

      “Mr Ronson’s in a meeting so he can’t deal with you now. I can’t imagine any way he’ll consider letting you continue in employment as you’re still on probation. For now, you can consider yourself suspended. I suggest you go off home and clean yourself up and then come back at 2pm. We have already put any personal stuff you had in your desk in a box, because we’d no idea if you were ever coming back and we needed the space. You can take it with you if you like.” Margaret’s face is stern, but I suspect there’s a self-satisfied smile lurking behind the impassive exterior.

      I’m hardly surprised by her verbal onslaught, but the prospect of losing my job hits me like a stone. I meant this to be my chance to build my career. After four years of hard graft to achieve my first-class honours degree and two years further work experience, I landed my position as junior marketing executive at Archers International. I draw in a gasp of breath and hold it. I know my eyes are welling up, but I’m determined not to cry in front of this bitch. I gaze down at the floor. To my relief, she turns and strides back into her room.

      I half-run, half-stagger, back out of the main office. To my left is the ladies’ toilet. I push the door and rush in. I now feel dreadfully ill and realise I’m about to throw up. Barely in time, I barge open a cubicle door, collapsing onto the floor with my head over the white porcelain as I start to retch. My chest heaves and saliva drips from my mouth. My face is perspiring. I want to be sick, to clear my system of whatever’s poisoning me. Nothing’s coming up. I’m desperate. I need to make myself feel better. I try forcing two fingers down my throat. It makes me retch again and heavier this time but, save for a thimbleful of liquid, nothing comes up.

      I’m exhausted. My mouth and throat have a nasty acidic taste and I feel pain and discomfort all over my body. I flush the toilet and then, with difficulty, I drag myself off the floor and haul myself up using the worktop in front of the wash-hand basins. I cup cold water in my hand, then bring it to my mouth to gulp, trying to remove the bad taste. I gag when the liquid hits my throat and instead try to slowly sip the water.

      I glimpse myself in the mirror. No, it can’t be me. The face staring back looks considerably older than my twenty-five years. If this was what Margaret was talking about, then I can hardly blame her. I look dreadful; it’s all that she said and more. My cheeks are hollow, my eyes are sunken, with the pupils looking like pinpricks and my skin’s like parchment, decorated by clown-like blotches of mascara. My rain jacket is dirty, probably after my fall, and my dress is creased almost beyond recognition. How can I have come to work looking like this? I take pride in my appearance; I’m normally immaculate. What’s happened to me?

      I must be ill. Margaret said I’d been AWOL for three days, but surely not? I couldn’t have been ill and slept all that time; I’d have known, wouldn’t I? Whatever, I must do something about it now. I pull off some paper towels from the dispenser and soak them, rubbing the makeshift cloth over my face, trying to clean myself and remove any caked cosmetics. I want to make myself look human again. I run my fingers through my hair hoping to restore some kind of order. I’m fishing in my handbag, looking for lipstick, when I hear footsteps. The door opens and in walks Alesha.

      Alesha started with the company a month or two before me. She’s one of the secretarial team, not a marketing graduate like me. She’s young, twenty-one, I think, and she’s very pretty. She has perfect skin, dark in shade, almost black. She’s a little above medium height, has shoulder length, poker straight, jet-black hair and a figure to die for. 38-23-36, if I’m not mistaken. She should have been a model. She likes to be noticed and tends to wear low-cut tops. All the men in or visiting our company, Mr Ronson included, are guilty of furtive glances at her cleavage. Hell, if I was that way inclined, I’d be tempted. In the time I’ve been with Archers, Alesha and I have rarely spoken other than the conventional pleasantries.

      The moment she sees me, she rushes across and places her arm around my shoulder. “Briony, whatever’s happened to you? We’ve all been so worried.”

      My eyes well up again at this gesture of kindness. I try to think how to answer. “I don’t know. I really don’t know,” I reply.

      “Ignore Margaret. Everyone knows what a cow she can be. Tell me what happened.”

      I try to think. Much as I could really use a friend just now, I suspect her motives. I hardly know Alesha and now she’s here with this sudden outburst of companionship. I don’t know if she’s naturally kind, or if she’s merely seeking some juicy material for gossip. Irrespective, I’ve nothing to lose. “I don’t understand any of it. I came into work not realising anything was wrong. I’ve not been able to come to terms…”

      “Sit down. Let’s talk and see what we can work out,” she offers, leading me to a chair. I see no reason not to comply.

      “To start with, what can you tell me about today?” she asks.

      I try to think, but nothing comes quickly. “The first thing I remember is being in Central Station and realising that I was running late.”

      “What about before? You were in the station, but how did you get there? Where did you spend last night? Were you at home or staying with someone else? Did you walk to the station, or get a train or even a bus?”

      The questions make sense but, much as I rack my brains, I can’t think of the answers. I remember being in Central Station, but not how I got there.

      She sees my troubled expression and gives my shoulders a squeeze. “Don’t worry. It will come back to you. Now, what’s the last thing you can remember doing before coming alive in Central Station?”

      I’m struggling to think, and I plunder my memories. My mind seems so blank. Pondering some more, I say, “The last thing I remember is working late on Friday. I knew I didn’t have time to go home as I’d planned to meet my friend Jenny, at Alfredo’s. We planned to have a couple of drinks before going out to dinner. I didn’t get changed and instead went out dressed in my work clothes. I went to the bar, as planned.”

      “Okay, that’s a start,” Alesha replied. “What about the friend you were meeting? Why not contact her? She might be able to fill in some gaps. She may know where you’ve been.”

      “Of course! That makes sense. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it myself,” I reply and truly I don’t. I’m meant to be smart. My brain feels fuzzy and I’m not thinking straight. “I should have met Jenny at 8pm. I’ll try to call her now.” I open my handbag and rummage for my mobile.

      “Just a thought. Can you remember what you were wearing on Friday?”

      I pause and close my eyes, trying to recollect. “Yes, it was my navy, linen, Jaeger dress. I’d chosen it because I had an important meeting with the MD of Carson’s, a new client and I wanted to look smart.”

      Alesha’s jaw drops and I follow the direction of her eyes. “Oh my God! That’s what I’m wearing. I’m in the same dress I was wearing last Friday and I’ve no idea where I’ve been or what I’ve been doing since.”

      My knees buckle, and I again think I might faint. I’m saved the further indignity as Alesha props me up and then guides me to a cubicle and puts down the toilet lid so I can sit.

      “This can’t be happening. It must be a nightmare. I can’t account for anything that’s happened since last Friday evening.”

      “That’s what… five and a half days… one hundred and thirty-two hours,” Alesha calculates, “perhaps more.”

      “Maybe I’m ill and I passed out somewhere. Could I have been unconscious all this time? Christ, aliens could have abducted me for all I know.” My pathetic attempt at dark humour does nothing to lighten the mood.

      “Or worse.” Alesha blurts the words then she covers her mouth, shocked at having voiced her thoughts.

      Neither of us speaks as her words hang heavily between us. Her facial expression is deadly serious, and I suspect that she, like me, is contemplating however else, and for what purpose, I might have been abducted. I don’t panic. I feel a strange detachment, almost as if I’m on the ceiling looking down at Alesha and myself having this conversation.

      My brain wanders. I visualise myself lying naked. Hands are touching me, lots of hands, touching everywhere, stroking, caressing, probing. Is this my imagination or my memory? I feel dirty, so dirty. Bile is rising.

      “But why can’t I remember anything?” I ask.

      “I don’t know. Perhaps it’s trauma. Maybe you’re ill with something. I know little about these things. Then again, someone might have drugged you.”

      “I must get home. I need a shower.” I feel a compulsion to cleanse my body and maybe it will clear my brain, too.

      “No, not yet. You mustn’t. You have to speak to the police first,” she replies. “It may be nothing. I truly hope it’s nothing, but you will need their help to find out.”

      “You’re right. I will have to do that.” My eyes well up again and this time I can’t hold back the tears. It escalates and, within seconds, my whole body convulses with racking sobs. Alesha steps in and holds me close, cradling my head. I grasp her tightly as if my life depends on it. Maybe it does. At first, my mind is frantic, visualising images, horrible images of what someone could have subjected me to. My body shakes, and I screw my eyes tight shut, but the images are still tormenting me. I gulp in deep breaths, realising I need to calm myself down or face a full panic attack. Gradually, my breathing evens out as I come to terms with my predicament.

      Alesha says nothing, but she holds me close, stroking my head. Some time passes before I can wrench myself away. I know I need to be tough to get through this. I feel stronger now, more able to face what’s ahead.
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      “Alesha, I know what I have to do now. I can’t thank you enough for your help, but I don’t want you to get into trouble because of me. You’ve been away from your desk for ages. You’d best go back.”

      “I will not let you face this alone. You need someone to stay with you, and unless you have any better ideas, then I’ll be the one, for now at least. But you’re right, I can’t just walk out from the office without saying something and I need to pick up my bag and jacket at any rate. Will you be okay if I leave you for a few minutes while I tell the witch what’s happening?”

      I nod.

      “I don’t care if she likes it or not, I’m coming with you,” she adds. “So, don’t go anywhere until I come back. I won’t be long.”

      “Okay, thanks, I really appreciate it,” I say, forcing the edge of a smile. It’s meant to reassure her, but I fear it may make my face look more like a horror mask, thereby having the opposite effect. “While you’re away, I’ll try phoning Jenny to see what she knows.”

      Alesha gives my shoulder a squeeze then rushes out the door.

      I stand again, placing my handbag on the worktop and I rummage, looking for my mobile. I lift out the phone case and open it only to find that my phone has been dismantled. The back of the case has been removed and the battery and SIM card are lying loose in the case. As my thinking is becoming more coherent, I realise the implications. Being ill and passing out somewhere causing me to sleep off the last few days is no longer a credible possibility. It wasn’t likely in the first place, but it was preferable to the alternative. Someone has dismantled my phone, which means what’s happened to me over the last few days has been inflicted on me by someone else. To avoid dwelling on what else they might have done, I try to consider why they took the phone apart. Perhaps it was to stop me making calls or sending messages, or to avoid receiving any, but surely, they could have achieved the same result by switching it off? The action was more deliberate; it must have had a purpose. Of course, I think, it would deactivate the GPS to stop the phone or its location being traceable. If that was the intention, then why not destroy it or just dump it? It makes little sense.

      I reinsert the SIM and battery and switch the device on, being met by the standard start-up chimes. Good, it seems to work. Next, I notice the icons. The low battery warning is flashing, but it’s also showing there are four voicemails, nine text messages, six WhatsApp messages and an indeterminable number of emails and Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest and LinkedIn notifications. The latter five don’t concern me as I normally receive loads of notifications every day. They must have accumulated as I haven’t logged on for almost a week; there might be hundreds. I need to prioritise the other messages; maybe they will tell me something about what’s happened.

      I want to call Jenny, but first I need to do this. I click on messages and thumb through the chronological list. I want to start with anything that’s come in since last Friday.

      The first three on the list are all from Jenny, all written in text-speak.

      Timed on Friday at 7.55pm. So, so, sorry, running late, will explain later, should be there by 8.30.

      Next, Friday 8.42pm. Where are you?

      Then 9.03. Looked everywhere, you’re not here! What’s up, you pissed at me being late? I’ll call tomorrow when you cool down.

      Does this help? I wonder. It confirms my arrangement to meet Jenny and, from what she’s said, I know she turned up late, and I’d already left, but it doesn’t actually confirm that I was there. I try to concentrate and visualise what happened. I can see myself sitting at a table, on my own, nursing a glass of Merlot. I’ve been to Alfredo’s often enough so I can draw a clear picture but, try as I might, I can’t be certain if it’s a memory from Friday or a mental reconstruction. If only I could be sure, then I’d have a solid starting point.

      The next message is from Dad, timed at 9.21 on Saturday morning.

      Mum and I are having a wonderful time. We celebrated actual day of anniversary yesterday with a fabulous dinner on board. Thanks for the champagne and flowers, delicious and beautiful in that order. We docked in Naples this morning and we’re about to leave on a trip ashore to visit Pompei and Vesuvius. We’ll keep you updated. Don’t work too hard. Love Mum and Dad xx

      I’m pleased their holiday is going well. They’ve been planning it for months to celebrate their thirtieth wedding anniversary. A memory returns. I made arrangements online to send flowers and champagne to their cabin on their special day, but then I realise that as I set it up days beforehand, it doesn’t fill in any gaps for me.

      Timed at 10.27, there’s a spam message warning me time is running out for me to make a PPI claim.

      Then Saturday at 10.51, Jenny texted again. Tried calling and left message. Are you still pissed? I’m sorry, please talk to me!

      I must call her back, I think. I guess she suspects I’ve cut her off because she let me down. We’ve been best pals since secondary school. I must confess, over the many years we’ve been close, there have been times when I’ve lost it with her and gone into a strop. She’ll think that’s why she hasn’t heard from me. I need to let her know what’s happened, or, more to the point, I need her to help me find out what’s happened. The battery is showing only 2%; I can’t call now, or it will almost certainly cut off. I must get the phone recharged as soon as possible. I need to go home to get my charger. I’m desperate to get some fresh clothes, too. I’d better check if I’ve cash for a taxi.

      I rummage again in my bag and pull out my purse. Opening it, I think there’s something odd. I see no paper money in the wallet section and only some smash in the change pouch, £2.33 in total. The five pound note I keep behind my business cards is still there and so is my travel Zone card, driving license, gym membership and credit Mastercard, but my bank debit card isn’t there. I always keep it in the same place and it’s missing. Oh shit, have I lost it or has someone taken it? I normally keep between twenty and sixty pounds in notes, so where’s that gone? Have I spent it or has someone has taken it? I feel unsteady and I can again taste the acid from my stomach. I clutch the worktop for support as I digest this new information. This keeps getting worse and worse.

      I hear the door as Alesha returns.

      “Well, here’s a surprise for you,” she announces and her voice is cheerful.

      “I don’t think I can take any more surprises,” I reply, unable to share her glee, my voice bitter.

      Undaunted, she continues, “You won’t be troubled by this one. I marched into Hamilton’s office to tell her I needed to take time off to look after you. I was assertive and would not take no for an answer. She told me to sit down and tell her what it was about.” Alesha smiled. “You won’t believe this – she told me, of course I must go! She said she’d have preferred to come herself, but she was running late for a client appointment which she couldn’t get out of.

      “She said she wanted me to keep her informed and would call you later. She gave me this card for you. It has her personal mobile number, and she said to call any time. She also handed me twenty pounds and said to use it for taxis or anything else you needed. She added that I should say nothing about any of this to anyone else in the office.” Alesha raises an eyebrow. “What do you think, has the ice queen melted?”

      “I don’t know what to say,” and truly I don’t. Have we misjudged Margaret, or is she just trying to cover herself in case I make a complaint? I don’t care; the state I’m in, I’ll take whatever help is offered.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Alesha suggests, guiding me out of the toilets and towards the elevator.

      “I’ve tried to check my phone but the battery’s nearly out. I must go home for my charger so I can see the rest of my messages. I’ve only just started.”

      “Where is it you live? I didn’t think to ask before. Do you have family who can help you?” Alesha asks.

      “I rent a flat on the South-Side. It’s in Langside. I only took on the lease a couple of months ago, after I started this job. I lived with my parents up until then. The only family I have are my Mum and Dad and my gran. She has dementia and needs full-time care. She lives in a nursing home now. Mum and Dad are great but they’re not around at the moment. It was their thirtieth anniversary the other day and last week they left to go on a Med cruise to celebrate. They’re not due home until Sunday, or Monday more like. They’ve been looking forward to this holiday for months, so I don’t want to tell them anything until they’re home. I probably couldn’t get hold of them easily anyway, ‘cos they keep their phones switched off most of the time and Dad told me the broadband is practically non-existent. I reckon I’ll just have to brave it out until they get back.”

      I think for a couple of seconds before adding, “Maybe I could move back into their house for a few days. I know my room hasn’t changed at all since I left.”

      Alesha looks pensive. “Are you sure? Don’t you think they’d prefer to know sooner, rather than later?”

      I hadn’t considered this. I don’t know what to do. Mum and Dad need this holiday, particularly after Dad’s heart scare last year; they deserve it. They ought to be able to celebrate their special occasion without me spoiling it. On the other hand, if they knew that I was in trouble, then they’d want to be here with me. They’d rush home early, doing whatever it took to be here beside me. They may feel hurt that I hadn’t told them, or feel I didn’t trust them, but it isn’t true. I wouldn’t want to harm them for the world.

      Lurking at the back of my mind is also the thought that I don’t know how they’ll react when they hear what has happened and I don’t want to be a disappointment to them, either by letting them know, or by holding back information. It seems like I’m damned if I do and I’m damned if I don’t. Although I don’t yet remember what’s happened to me, whatever it is, I’m okay now. At least, I think I’m okay now.

      I convince myself not to tell them. I argue that if they’re given the shock of being told something’s happened to their daughter while they’ve been away enjoying themselves, then it could be harmful to their health. If they were told I’d been abducted, or I’d been raped, then they’d be traumatised. The shock could kill them. However, if I were to wait until they come home to tell them, then even if they are angry because they hadn’t been informed sooner, they at least will be able to see me and know I am okay. Besides, there’s nothing they can do, other than hold my hand and worry, so what’s the point of spoiling the last part of their holiday?

      “You’re right, Alesha, they probably would want to know. But, all things considered, there’s nothing they can do, and it would do them more harm than good to be told now.”

      Alesha chews on her lip, clearly not convinced, but she says no more on the subject.

      “I’ve started looking at texts, but I would like to check the rest of my messages, or at least as many as I can before my battery runs out.”

      “What have you found so far?” Alesha asks.

      “Nothing major,” I reply. “I’ve confirmed my recollection that I was due to meet Jenny at eight. She didn’t turn up until late and I was gone.”

      “Well, at least you know you were there, so you have a starting point.”

      I think about this before replying. “Not really. I know I was meant to be there but don’t yet know whether I actually arrived.”
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      The elevator door opens opposite to the building’s reception area. I breathe deeply, welcoming the gust of fresh air coming in from the street as people pass through the front entrance. “I’m going to take a seat for a couple of minutes,” I say, pointing to the sofa in the main lobby. “Let me see what else I can check,” I hold up my phone, “and while I do, can you speak to the man at the security desk to see if there’s any record of when I left this building on Friday?”

      “Good idea. I’ll get right onto it.”

      The last three texts are social messages from acquaintances and are of no further relevance. I switch onto my voicemail. Of the four messages, the first one is electronic spam seeking to know if I need help resulting from an accident I had that wasn’t my fault. I’m so sick of these calls. I wonder if I should reply to them and ask them to sort out my current dilemma? I feel myself grimace, thinking I’ve not totally lost my sense of irony.

      I find the second message rather concerning. It’s from the letting agent I rented my flat through and it’s asking why the rent payment due on Monday hasn’t been received. That’s odd, I think; I pay by standing order and there ought to have been more than adequate funds to cover the payment. I must investigate this. I’ll call my bank at the first opportunity, but there are a few priorities I need to attend to first.

      The third message is from Jenny, asking if I’ve cooled down enough to talk to her and finishes by asking me to call her back.

      The fourth message is from Mum and Dad, calling from Palermo in Sicily, while on another excursion from their cruise. Hearing their voices, I wish they were here. At this moment, I’d love nothing more than to be enveloped in a family hug, to feel safe and protected in their care. Their voices are joyous; they’re clearly enjoying their holiday. They’ve raised me to be strong and independent and this thought confirms my determination not to say anything to them until after they return home. As it happens, I only hear the start of their call before the phone falls silent, its battery dead.

      Alesha returns, having confirmed that I left the building at 7.23 on Friday evening. “You ready to go?” she asks.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      She clicks a few buttons on her phone, then looks up to tell me the taxi will be at the front door in five minutes.

      “Let’s go straight to the police. The nearest station is at Baird Street,” she suggests.

      “I’d prefer to go home, so I can get my battery charger. I need to phone Jenny and I’d like to change into other clothes.”

      “I think the sooner you get the ordeal over with, the better. You can call your friend now using my phone, if you like. Everything else can wait,” Alesha replies.

      Much as I want to go home, I can see the logic. Once I’m back at my house, I won’t want to go out again. I nod my agreement

      Alesha hands me her phone just as the cab arrives. We get in and I dial Jenny’s number. Only when I hear it ring, does it occur to me how easily I recollected her number, despite rarely using it because it’s on autodial on my mobile. My memory is working so my thinking can’t be too muddled

      Before the fourth ring, I hear her voice announce, “Jenny Douglas.” She sounds cautious, obviously not recognising the number.

      “Jenny, it’s me, Briony.”

      “Briony, really. You’ve finally come down off your high horse and consider I’m worthy to speak to again.”

      “Jenny, stop; it’s not like that. I wasn’t pissed, and I wasn’t avoiding you. It’s… it’s… it’s just that…” I struggle to think what to say.

      “It’s just what?”

      “Jenny, I’m in trouble. I can’t remember a thing that’s happened to me since Friday.”

      “Is this some sort of joke, Briony? What are you on about?”

      “It’s no joke, Jenny. I wish it was. It’s more of a nightmare. I think I might have been abducted.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Totally serious.”

      “Oh my God! What’s happened? Where are you? Where are you calling from? I don’t recognise the number.”

      “I don’t know what happened – that’s the problem. I’m in a taxi, along with Alesha from my office. I’m calling on her phone as I’ve no charge in mine. We’re on our way to the police station to see if they can help.”

      “You don’t remember seeing anyone?”

      “No. I remember nothing between Friday evening and this morning.”

      “My god. That’s nearly a week! I don’t know what to say. Do your mum and dad know?”

      “Listen, Jenny, I need your help. The only thing I know is that I left work about half past seven on Friday and I was meant to meet you at eight at Alfredo’s. I’ve seen your texts. I read them before my phone’s battery died. I need to know what else you can tell me.”

      “Of course. I’ll help you any way I can, but I don’t know if there’s anything I can add. I got delayed and didn’t arrive until, I don’t know, maybe half eight, going on nine o’clock and you weren’t there. I thought you must have got fed up with waiting and left.”

      “That’s it? You didn’t see me, or speak to anyone who knew when I’d left, or if I was with anyone?”

      “I’m sorry, Briony, I didn’t. I just made the assumption. It was already late, and I was famished so I headed home and picked up a kebab on the way. If only I’d known.”

      I take a deep breath. I’m disappointed and exasperated, realising I won't learn any more from her.

      “What police station are you going to? I’ll come and keep you company. I just need to tell the boss I’m taking some time out.”

      “You don’t need to. Alesha’s here with me.”

      “I want to help. I’ll do anything I can. Tell me where you’re going and I’ll meet you there as soon as I can get across.”

      I think for a second. “There is something you can do. We’re on our way to Baird Street. Could you find me there and collect my keys, then go to my flat and pick me up a change of clothing? Could you also get the charger for my phone?”

      “No problem. I’m happy to help. I’ll be there as quickly as I can.”

      I feel reassured knowing I’ll see Jenny soon. Although Alesha has been great, a tower of strength in fact, it’s not the same. I’ve been close to Jenny for so long, she’s almost like family.

      The journey passes in a blur. I can hear the driver prattling on about something, a news item, but I can’t take it in. Arriving outside the police station, Alesha settles the bill, then takes my arm and guides me through the entrance into a cavernous room.

      A young-looking civilian assistant approaches us. “Hello, my name’s Cynthia. How can I help you?” she asks.

      I get flustered and don’t know what to say. Alesha sees my hesitancy and once again comes to my aid. “My friend needs your help,” she starts. “She has no recollection whatsoever of anything that’s happened to her between Friday and today and we think she’s been abducted, probably drugged…” She looks at me before continuing, “and it’s very likely she’s been raped.”

      “I see,” Cynthia says calmly. “Please come with me and take a seat over here.” She guides us to a seated area in the corner. “The first thing I need to do is get some basic information from you.” She lifts a tablet and takes details from me: my full name, address, date of birth, nationality, telephone number, email address and employment details. “I’ll arrange for an officer to speak to you.”

      She moves away a few paces and then makes a call. I can’t quite make out what she’s saying but I think I pick out words… code six two… solo. She looks at me and nods. Then she asks, “Do you have a preference? Would you like to speak to a male or a female officer?”

      My first thought is that it doesn’t matter, but then it occurs to me that I’m likely to undergo some intimate questioning and I don’t think I would be comfortable talking to a man. I won’t be comfortable talking to anyone, but the idea of a male stranger seems so much more daunting. “A female officer, please,” I reply.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4 HOURS

          

        

      

    

    
      It may only have been a matter of minutes but, to me, it seems an interminable length of time before the officer arrives. “Hello, I’m W.P.C. Paula Fleming. I’m a trained Sexual Offences Liaison Officer, or S.O.L.O. for short. I’d like to take you through to what we call the comfort suite so we can get a full statement from you. We can either do this privately or, if you prefer, your friend can come and sit with you.”

      Before I can answer, I see Jenny arrive. She’s looking around frantically until she spots us. She rushes over and hugs me tightly.

      “Oh Briony, are you okay? I was so sorry to hear about your problem and I’ll do everything I can to help.” I fish my house keys from my handbag and give them to her. It looks as if her eyes are welling with tears and I struggle to keep my composure.

      “I won’t be long,” she says. “You said you want your charger and a change of clothes. I’m guessing something casual like denims, tee-shirt and undies. Anything else?”

      “Yes, get me my trainers please, maybe my fleece as well, in case I feel cold. Thank you so much.”

      “Okay, I’m on it. I’ll be back in thirty minutes, an hour, tops,” Jenny says as she races away.

      “I was asking whether you wanted to be seen alone or with your friend?” Paula repeats.

      “I’d like Alesha to be with me, please.” I look to Alesha for confirmation. She indicates her assent. “Can Jenny come in, too, when she gets back?”

      “Yes, no problem.”

      “Will you be the one investigating what’s happened?” I ask.

      “No, I’m the liaison officer. I’ll take your statement, after which we’ll decide what further steps we need to take. There’s a specialist rape investigation unit who handle this type of case. They aren’t in this office at present because they’re handling other matters. I’ll take things as far as I can and then we’ll decide whether they need to be involved.”

      “Wait a minute,” Alesha interrupts. “Are you suggesting you might choose not to carry out further enquiries?”

      “Not at all,” Paula replies. “Once I’ve taken your statement, then we’ll discuss your options and I’ll explain what’s involved. It’s entirely up to you whether we take matters forward. You’re under no pressure either way.”

      As I don’t yet know what’s involved in an investigation, I’m not too certain what she means, but she sounds friendly and reassuring and I hear myself say, “Okay.”
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      Paula leads us through a door and along a narrow corridor. My nose crinkles; I detect the odour of disinfectant failing to conceal a more natural stench of body odour. I gag, being hit by another wave of nausea, and I choke back the bile. We pass through another entrance and through a second corridor before Paula unlocks a door to the side and beckons us in. The room is warm and looks comfortable. There’s subdued lighting and the walls are a pastel colour. There are no windows, but I see a climate control unit in the corner above a kitchen area. Thick carpeting covers the floor and there are four well-upholstered seats surrounding a coffee table.

      I settle into an armchair. Alesha sits to my right with Paula opposite. Paula starts off by confirming all the information already taken by Cynthia, when I first arrived. Next, she says, “I need to record this.” She activates a device and then tells me she wants to be told everything that’s happened to me, described in my own words. She gives Alesha a steady stare, a clear sign that while she’s happy for her to attend, she wants her to stay silent while I give my statement.

      “This is really difficult,” I say.

      “I know, but just do your best,” Paula replies.

      “No, you don’t understand,” I say. “It’s difficult because I don’t know what happened.”

      Paula raises an eyebrow. “We need to start somewhere. Please tell me what you do know?”

      “The problem I have is, I have no recollection of what’s happened to me for the last week. The last thing I remember is being in my office working, last Friday. The next thing I’m certain of is being in Central Station this morning on my way into work.” I pause to draw in breath. “I’ve checked, or rather Alesha checked for me. I left the office at about 7.30 pm on Friday. I was meant to meet Jenny at eight at Alfredo’s for drinks and dinner. She turned up late, and I wasn’t there. As far as I know, I haven’t spoken to anyone and I haven’t seen anyone, and no-one has seen me since then until this morning.”

      Paula considers this for a second. “How do you know Jenny was late?” she asks. “Did she tell you?”

      “Well yes, she did, but I first realised when I checked the texts on my phone. She’d left me messages.”

      “I see,” says Paula. “I’d like you to leave us your phone so we can check all messages and so our telematics experts can analyse it. They may be able to track where you’ve been.”

      I lift my phone from my bag and hand it to her. She places it in an evidence bag.

      “When I opened my bag this morning, I discovered that someone had dismantled my phone. The cover had been separated and the SIM and battery detached,” I explain. “I reassembled it so I could check for messages.”

      She looks sombre. “It looks as though someone was very careful with their planning,” she says, but she doesn’t comment further. Instead, she nods, encouraging me to continue.

      “Like I said, the first thing I remember this morning was being in Central and I didn’t feel at all normal. I felt flu-like, you know, dizzy and disoriented. All my limbs ached. I felt sore all over and particularly sensitive here and here,” I indicate my breasts and pubic region.

      “Please explain in more detail for the tape,” Paula says.

      After verbalising where I feel pain, I add, “I don’t know what else I can tell you.”

      “I understand,” Paula replies, but the pensive look on her face suggests a different story. “It’s not too unusual for people to have blackouts or memory loss. There’s a whole range of reasons why it can happen. The brain is a very complex organ,” she says, tapping her temple as if I wouldn’t understand without a visual aid. Maybe I’m traumatised, but she’s treating me as if I’m an imbecile and I don’t appreciate it. I must have pursed my lips without realising it. Misinterpreting my gesture, she compounds her felony by explaining further. “Let me put it another way. It can often store lots of memories without you being aware that they’re there.”

      I want to tell her not to patronise me. I have an A-grade pass in biology, but I reckon it’s better to preserve my strength. Also, I’m aware I need to keep her on-side if I’m going to achieve anything. I grimace and nod.

      “It’s more than likely that your memory will come back, or at least some of it and it could happen in stages.” Paula smiles at me reassuringly. Alesha, being aware of my discomfort, takes my hand and gives it a squeeze.

      “I want to remember, at least I think I do. It’s the not knowing that’s tearing me apart,” I say, and I mean it. How can I cope when I don’t know what I need to cope with?

      “I meant what I said. It’s not unusual for victims of rape or abduction to suffer from memory loss, but I haven’t come across a case like this before where someone has had a gap in their memory of such a long period of time.”

      “I have no wish to set precedents, but this situation isn’t of my choosing,” I say.

      Paula nods in acknowledgement. “I have more questions for you, Briony. We need to know as much as we can about you, so we have the best chance of getting to the truth of the matter. Don’t get me wrong, we don’t doubt what you’ve already told us, but we need to put everything in context so we can correctly interpret any evidence that we find.”

      “It’s okay. I expected you’d want to know more about my personal life.”

      “Once we’ve finished the interview, the next stage is to send you across to the medical unit for a forensic examination. It’s next to Sandyford Clinic.” Paula appraises my reaction and being satisfied I appear to comprehend, she continues. “We’ll want to take all clothing you’ve been wearing for examination. I take it you haven’t already changed?”

      I glance at my wrinkled dress and manage a half smile. “You’re right, I don’t normally dress like this. These are the clothes I was wearing when I went to work last Friday. As far as I know, I’ve had them on since then. I’ve been desperate to change but thought it best to come and make my report first. Jenny will be back soon with some fresh clothes for me to change into.”

      “The medical staff will also give you a full examination. They’ll take blood samples, check you over for cuts, bruises or puncture marks and they’ll take photos. They’ll swab you for DNA. Are you okay with all of that?”

      I give a slight shudder at the thought. “I can’t say I’m comfortable with the idea, but I understand it’s necessary,” I reply.

      “Good,” Paula says. “I’m pleased you feel able to cooperate. Now, I know you haven’t changed your clothing, but have you showered or washed since your memory gap?”

      “No,” I reply. “I really wanted to, but Alesha advised me not to, not until you’ve had a chance to examine me.”

      “That’s good. Alesha was correct. I understand you’ll want to wash as soon as possible. It shouldn’t be long. Now, have you eaten or drunk anything?”

      “No, not yet. I felt sick about an hour ago. I sipped some water, but nothing else.”

      “Again, that’s good. A little water shouldn’t make any difference. You’re probably starving. We can arrange some tea and toast once we have examined you.”

      “Thanks.” It hadn’t occurred to me before, but now, with the mention of toast, I feel ravenous.

      “Thinking about last Friday, in the time that you can remember, did you drink anything alcoholic or did you take any drugs?” Paula asks.

      “No, I was at work. I’m not much of a drinker and I never drink while I’m working. I had been planning to have some wine in the evening. As for drugs, they don’t interest me. It just isn’t my scene.”

      “Are you on any medication? Are there any prescription drugs you routinely take?”

      “No, I don’t take anything,” I answer quickly and then reconsider. “Wait a minute. There is something. I’ve had a recurring sports injury which affects my shoulder. It kicked off again after I played badminton on Wednesday, that would be last week, and I took Co-Codamol on both Thursday and Friday mornings.”

      “That’s a powerful painkiller,” Paula says.

      “Yes, but I needed it. Is this relevant?” I ask.

      “It could be,” Paula replies. “Co-Codamol contains codeine. It’s an opiate. If taken along with any other drugs, the effect can be exaggerated or there can sometimes be side effects.”

      “But I didn’t take anything else.” I assert.

      “Nothing that you’re aware of,” Paula replies. “Possibly someone else administered something to you without you knowing about it. How much Co-Codamol did you take?”

      “Two tablets each morning. I think the pills are 500mg.”

      “Okay, that’s noted. Now, can you tell me if you have ever suffered from blackouts or memory loss in the past?”

      “No, never.”

      “How good is your memory, normally?”

      “I’d say it was very good. To qualify with my degree, I had to study and retain large amounts of data. I’m good at remembering names and faces as well as addresses and phone numbers. I suppose, like anyone else, there’ll be the odd occasion when I’ll forget a birthday, or where I mislay my keys or my phone, but overall I’ve never had any problems.”

      “What about your family? Is there any history of dementia or Alzheimer’s?”

      “No, I don’t think so, other than my grandmother. She has been diagnosed with vascular dementia, but it only started two or three years ago and she’s well into her seventies.”

      “What about mental health? Do you, or have you ever had any issues?”

      Before I can answer, we’re interrupted by the sound of knocking. An officer pokes his head around the door. “Hi, Paula. I’ve a Jenny Douglas here for Briony Chaplin.”

      “Yes, we were expecting her, send her in,” Paula replies.

      Jenny comes in carrying a large bag. “I think I’ve got everything you asked for. It took me less time than expected. A mixture of little traffic and breakneck speed,” she says, then reappraises, remembering where we are. “I didn’t go over the speed limit, honest.”

      “Thanks so much, I feel better knowing I have this ready,” I say.

      Jenny gives a cautious smile, takes the seat on my left and immediately clasps my hand in hers. She looks at Alesha and says, “I’m back now, if you’d like to go.”

      “No, it’s okay,” answers Alesha. “I’d like to help if I can.”

      Jenny shrugs.

      “You can stay if you like. It’s entirely up to Briony,” Paula says.

      Although I haven’t known Alesha for long, when I think about it, I feel comforted by having her, as well as Jenny, here with me. “Thank you for staying,” I say

      “Are you okay?” Jenny asks, looking at me.

      “I think so, for now. Paula has just asked if I, or my family, have any memory problems or mental health issues.” I look back at Paula. “Thankfully no, I haven’t ever had any problems.”

      “And what about your family?”

      “No, nothing.”

      “Can you really be certain?” Jenny interrupts, frowning and looking at me.

      “What?” I ask, then realise what she’s getting at. I close my eyes tightly. I don’t want to deal with this. Without realising, I clench my fist tight and my nails unintentionally pierce the skin of Jenny’s hand. I only realise when I feel her abruptly pull back. “Sorry,” I offer, lamely.

      “Is there something you need to tell me?” Paula asks.

      I stare at the floor, not wanting to make eye contact, my voice little more than a whisper. “If you must know, I was adopted as a baby. I was only a few months old when I came to live with Mum and Dad. I have never known any other family.”

      “What can you tell me about your birth parents?”

      “Very little. All they told me was that my mother was a single parent. She was diagnosed with a terminal illness shortly after my birth and I was offered for adoption.”

      “Have you ever researched to find who your real parents were, or whether you have any other relatives?” Paula asks.

      I’m affronted and it’s not only her questions; I find her style of asking to be confrontational and very intrusive. How dare she make assumptions or try to impress her own values onto me? I’m also annoyed with Jenny. How could she leave me open to this when she must already know my feelings on the matter?

      “I know who my real parents are – they’re the ones who’ve cared for me and raised me for the last twenty-five years. Just because some man and woman went through a random act of fornication, resulting in an egg being fertilised, doesn’t make them parents. It certainly doesn’t make them my parents. There’s no reason why I need to, or want to, find out more about my biological mother and father.”

      I know I’m sensitive on this issue and I shouldn’t let it get to me. Maybe it’s guilt, because, if I were to be honest, I’ve often thought I’d like to research where I came from, but I don’t want to upset Mum and Dad. They haven’t ever discouraged me, but I’m concerned it might be taken as a betrayal. It’s nobody’s business but mine, so I won’t have anyone, whether they be police, friend, or anyone else, trying to tell me what I should have done.

      “I’m sorry,” Paula says. “I didn’t mean to upset you. The purpose of my question was to find out if there might be…”

      “Might be what?” I’m trying to calm down but it’s a struggle.

      “If we’re going to properly investigate to find out what happened to you, then you need to be completely honest with us. We need as much information as possible, so we don’t waste resources looking down blind alleys and so we explore every relevant avenue. You may think it improbable, but we need to research whether your adoption has any relevance to the enquiry.”

      “In case I’ve inherited any mad genes,” I say, my tone caustic.

      Jenny places her hand on my arm. Whether it’s to support and comfort me or to restrain me, I can’t tell. I’m intolerant and shake her off.

      “I won’t pull my punches,” Paula replies. “Yes, it’s our job to consider every possibility. We can’t rule out that your complaint might be frivolous. We also need to consider whether any family members could have an involvement, be they birth or adopted family. Statistically, a very high percentage of crimes are committed by family members, so we will want to carry out checks on your birth family. For what it’s worth, I believe what you’ve told me. However, I’m duty-bound to follow the standard procedures.”

      I inhale deeply, considering her words. “I’m sorry if I overreacted. My emotions are very near the surface.”

      “That’s understandable, given your situation.” She continues, “I think it best if we can move on.”

      “Yes,” I agree, nodding.

      “Are you currently, or have you recently been, in a relationship?” Paula asks.

      I frown and shake my head.

      “Please answer, verbally, for the recording.”

      “No, nothing serious.”

      “Can you tell me the last time you had sexual intercourse?”

      Jenny clasps my hand, and this time I don’t withdraw. She knows the answer because I’ve told her about it. I should have expected this question. I expected to be questioned about my personal life, but nevertheless, someone I don’t know quizzing me on such personal issues feels intrusive.

      “Saturday night,” I reply. “The Saturday before last Friday,” I correct. I feel the need to explain further. “Michael and I were in a relationship for over a year. We were very close. I thought we would get engaged, but then he was offered a transfer to a big job in Newcastle. This was six months ago, about the same time as I was being recruited at Archers.”

      I sigh, then carry on. “I was telling you the truth when I said I haven’t recently been in a relationship. When Michael moved away, we agreed to have some time apart… see how it worked as a long-distance relationship. At first, we talked daily but gradually it became less frequent. He called to tell me he was coming up to Glasgow last weekend. We met on the Saturday and it was as if we’d never been apart. We shared a meal and a bottle of wine. He stayed that night at my flat and yes, we did have ‘sexual intercourse’, but in the morning he admitted to me he’d found someone new in Newcastle. I was furious because he took advantage of me, acting as if we were a couple and not telling me it was a one-night stand. I threw him out and told him I never wanted to see him again.”

      Despite my determination that I’d never let the bastard upset me again, I feel the trickle of tears roll over my cheeks. Jenny is holding my hand reassuringly and Alesha has taken my other hand.

      Much as I don’t see the point, Paula takes Michael’s contact details.

      “I’ll contact his local police force and get them to speak to him,” she says. Knowing he may be inconvenienced doesn’t displease me, even a bit.

      “Do your mother and father know about Michael?” Paula asks.

      “I didn’t tell them about last weekend. They did know when we were a couple. They weren’t at all upset when he moved south because they didn’t particularly like him. They thought he wasn’t good enough for me,” I say, containing a restrained half smile.

      “From what you’ve just told me, I think they may have been correct,” Paula replies. “Now, can you tell me if there’s anyone you’ve had an argument with, or with whom you’ve had a serious fallout in the recent past? Is there anyone you know who might want to get back at you for anything?”

      I shake my head. “There’s no one I can think of. I sometimes have the odd squabble at work over business issues but nothing out of the ordinary. There can be petty rivalries, but that’s about it.”

      “Anything outside of work?” Paula probes.

      “No, nothing. Nothing I can think of.”

      “Any old issues, anyone who might hold a grudge?”

      I try to think but come up with nothing.

      “One final question. Have you checked your pockets and your handbag? If so, was there anything unusual… anything missing, or anything there that you hadn’t expected?”

      I tell her my concerns about the missing money and bank card. She looks perturbed and takes my credit card from me so she can check for any unexpected purchases made using it and, as I’m able to remember my bank details, she says she will also check for transactions on the missing debit card.

      “If there’s nothing else, then I think we should go across to the clinic to have you examined,” Paula says. “They’ll take prints and DNA from your friends as well, for elimination purposes.”

      A shiver runs down my spine at the prospect.

      Both Jenny and Alesha insist they will go along as they don’t want to leave me.
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      Jenny and Alesha are asked to wait in the reception area before being called to give their samples. Meanwhile, Paula takes me through and introduces me to the doctor and her team who’ll be carrying out my examination. I’m desperate to get this over with and although I’m given each of their names, nothing registers.

      Paula gives me her business card with instruction to call her number if I remember something relevant, or think of anything which I’d like to add to my statement. She also tells me to use it if there’s any other reason I want to contact her. She also leaves me an information pamphlet with contact numbers for local rape crisis centres and other support groups. I stare blankly at the booklet before stuffing it in my bag, not wanting to believe I’m here, doing this. She tells me to expect a call or a visit from someone from the rape investigation unit.

      “But I don’t have my phone. How will they contact me?”

      “They’ll call, or come to your home address. We have your landline and can call it. If you’re going to be away from home, then call me to let me know where you’ll be and how we can contact you. We should be able to return your mobile before long, maybe even tomorrow. One other thing – the forensics unit may want to check over your flat. Are you okay with that?”

      I can’t make sense of it but nod my agreement.

      She explains that as there’s nothing more for her to do at this point, she’ll leave me here.
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      I’m determined to stay dispassionate. When I remove my shoes and my dress, the technician places them in evidence bags. I unclip my bra and hand it over, too, but I stop, frozen, as I go to remove my briefs. This isn’t right.

      “Is something wrong?” she asks.

      I stare at her and then back at my underwear and my jaw drops, initially lost for words.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks.

      “These undies, they aren’t mine,” I say.

      Her look is quizzical.

      “I never buy this type. I always either wear designer underwear or else Marks and Spencer’s. When I dressed last Friday, the last day I remember, I’m sure I was wearing a Victoria’s Secret thong. These are plain white briefs.” I tug the elastic waistband at the back to look at the label. It confirms my suspicions. The briefs are labelled George; they’re from Asda. I’ve never bought my underwear from Asda.

      I feel a wave of panic. I don’t know why it should make such big a difference to me when I’m already contemplating that I’ve probably been drugged and raped. However, the thought of a person unknown removing my undergarments and dressing me in different ones, ones I wouldn’t ever normally wear, feels an intrusion too far. I try to think why. Could my thong have been ripped off? Or perhaps it became soiled in some way. Then again, it might have been kept as a trophy. Try as I might, I find no conceivable innocent explanation. My hands are shaking as I carefully remove the briefs and hand them to the technician. I’m completely unclothed. She gives me one of the health board’s disposable paper gowns to wear. The room isn’t cold – if anything, it’s warm and stuffy – but I’m standing there shivering.

      Despite the gown, I feel naked. I feel even more vulnerable and exposed as the examination is carried out. Although the nurse is friendly and chatty, I can’t absorb anything she’s saying. I try to numb my brain as the examination progresses. I imagine I’m detached, someone else, somewhere else, watching what’s going on. She starts by taking me to a booth to give a blood sample, one prick in my arm, then she attaches a tube. Afterwards, she guides me back to the main room where I’m asked to lie on an examination table and to twist and turn on request, to enable the study to proceed effectively. The doctor makes a detailed appraisal of my body and every so often she takes photographs. If only I could have been watching this as an observer and not as the victim, I’d find it fascinating; the professionalism and attention to detail.

      She’s narrating a commentary on what she’s doing, together with her findings, onto a recorder. It’s like I’ve seen on thrillers or documentaries on TV when a medical examiner is carrying out a post-mortem. The two key differences are, one, it’s happening to me, not some random corpse and two, I’m still alive. She checks for bruises, abrasions and scratches and for any traces of DNA or fabric traces left by an abductor, or from clothing or furnishings. I hear her record seeing marks on my wrists which may suggest a ligature. There’s some bruising to my neck and thighs but apparently nothing significant.

      She asks me to lean my head over a table and brushes my hair to collect any particles that fall out onto a piece of sterile paper. Then she apologises about causing any pain before pulling a few hairs complete with follicles from my head and then some pubic hairs. She takes a skin sample from me and then scrapes the underside of each of my fingernails and toenails, as well as taking clippings, looking for skin fragments left by someone I may have held onto or scratched. On frequent occasions, she places items in evidence bags and scribbles notes against them. She takes my fingerprints and I’m asked to provide a sample each of urine and saliva. I hear from her narration that she’s looking for evidence of restraints or puncture marks from needles. She takes swabs to detect any evidence or DNA residue in the form of hair, skin, sperm or saliva from an assailant. I’m asked to stand while I’m meticulously sponged over. I have to stifle my screams and my desire to run as there’s an all too familiar feeling of unknown hands touching and stroking me everywhere. I pretend it’s not real, not me, trying to avoid the feeling of violation as I’m examined inside and out, but it isn’t working. Tears are streaming down my face.

      It’s an ordeal, but once it’s complete, I’m told I can shower and change into the fresh clothing Jenny brought me. I doubt there’s enough water in Scotland to enable me to feel clean and fresh again. I gladly accept the offer and I immerse myself under the flowing jets, but it helps little. I’m not comfortable knowing where I am and that others are waiting for me on the other side of a door. I want to be home to have a long, leisurely shower. I quickly wash, a superficial cleaning to remove any evidence of this most recent intrusion, then I dress, desperate to get away from this place.
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      The moment I step back through the door, into the reception area, both Alesha and Jenny jump to their feet and come over, each taking an arm.

      “Are you okay? What could they tell you?” Jenny asks.

      “I’m okay, I think,” I say. “They didn’t tell me anything. I suppose I should have asked, but my brain’s a mess so it didn’t occur to me.”

      “Do you want to go back in and check? Or, if you like, I can do it and ask on your behalf,” Jenny offers.

      “I don’t think they’d give out any information to anyone else,” Alesha says, “but if you want to go back in, then I can go with you.”

      “Yes, please,” I reply.

      “We’ll all go,” Jenny adds.

      I’m quickly able to find the nurse who assisted the doctors’ examination. I ask if there’s any information she can tell me.

      “There’s not a lot I can say to you at the moment,” she replies. “We’ve taken blood samples and swabs and we have various other items we’ve identified for analysis. There’s also your clothing, which we’ll test. It will take some time until we get the results. A full report will be sent to the police.”

      “But you also checked me over, so what did you find? I’ve got no memory and I need to know. It’s tearing me apart imagining what someone’s done to me without me knowing anything.”

      “I don’t know how much I can help,” she replies. “There is no evidence of particularly violent sex. You haven’t been brutalised, but that’s not to say you couldn’t have been raped, particularly as there’s nearly a week you can’t account for. We hope to know more once we have the test results.”

      I think about what she’s said. I don’t feel like I’m any further forward. “Please tell me if you find out anything from your tests,” I ask, my voice trembling, imploring.

      She purses her lips and nods.

      How often must she receive such a request? I wonder.
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      It’s already gone four o’clock by the time we leave. As Jenny has her car parked outside, she offers to drive me home. She tells me she won’t stay, as she can’t get out of working this evening, but will drop by when she finishes. Besides Jenny’s day job, she often works in the evening, assisting her brother, Philip, who opened a specialist clinic to help people get over phobias, stop smoking, or give up other addictions. Alesha insists she wants to come with me and says she won’t leave me alone. Jenny claims she’s happy that I’ll have someone with me, and she’ll check in later. However, there’s something in her tone. I detect some animosity between her and Alesha.

      Progress is slow, hampered by early rush hour traffic compounded by the late end of the school run. As the car crosses the Kingston Bridge, Alesha’s phone rings. She looks at the screen and mouths, “Ice Queen,” to me before answering. I hear her side of the conversation, “No, you won’t be able to call as the police have kept her phone.” She then explains to Margaret where we are and what’s happened so far, then she turns to me. “She’d like to talk to you.”

      I shrug and reach back for the phone.

      “Hello, Margaret. Yes, I’m on my way home.”

      “I’d like to come over and see you,” she says.

      “Why?” I ask. This is the same woman who was ready to fire me this morning!

      “I think I might be able to help,” she says.

      “What? Do you know something?” I ask. Both Jenny and Alesha turn to stare at me.

      “No, I can’t help there, but I’ll explain when I see you.”

      I don’t understand, but there’s so much I don’t seem to understand just now. She’s not taking no for an answer, and I’m not up for a fight. “Okay, but please give me some time to get home and showered.” I’m desperate to have a long shower.

      “I’ll come over in an hour or two. I have your address from the personnel files, and I know the area.” She leaves no room for argument.

      “What’s that about?” Jenny asks

      Alesha and I both shake our heads.

      As usual, parking is impossible so Jenny drops us in Sinclair Drive, a short walk from my flat. Alesha and I climb the stairs and I turn the key to open my front door.
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      This is my flat, my private place of refuge. It’s a traditional Glasgow red sandstone tenement, built in the late Victorian era, well over a hundred years ago. It’s been modernised and now comprises a square entrance hall with all apartments off it; a double bedroom, large bay-windowed lounge, dining kitchen and a family-sized bathroom which has a white enamel three-piece suite with an electrically powered over-bath shower. In the short time since moving in, I’ve upgraded all the decorations and added my personal touch of style.

      I don’t know why, but something feels odd. I walk from room to room, but I see nothing out of place. However, whether imagined or otherwise, I have a feeling that someone has been here. At my request, Jenny came in to collect my change of clothes, but it’s something else… as if someone’s been here who shouldn’t have been. Maybe I’m being stupid; it’s probably paranoia. After what I’ve been through today, it makes sense to be suspicious about everything, but maybe, just maybe, my fears are justified.

      For all I know, while I’ve been AWOL, anyone could have taken my keys from my handbag and used them. I remember there are other sets, too. The landlord and agent each have a set to be able to access the flat if there’s an emergency. Who’s to say that a previous tenant didn’t retain keys as well? I realise I’m probably being ridiculous. I haven’t felt uncomfortable with the flat, or with the agent and landlord holding keys, in the months since I moved in, so why now? It’s obvious why now, and my real fear has nothing to do with the landlord or agent. Whoever abducted me had access to my keys and they could have been in the flat. God knows what else they might have done.

      Distractedly, I pick up my mail and leaf through it. There’s the normal stack of advertising blurb accompanied by what looks like a utility bill and a statement about my Council Tax. I’m about to cast them aside when I spot a hand-delivered envelope with my name in bold script on the front. I rip it open to find a notification from the landlord expressing concern that my rent hasn’t been paid, and it’s late.

      Much as I’ve loved the flat and I know I’ve spent a small fortune personalising it to make it mine, I now feel uncomfortable in it and I suspect my discomfort is not just a temporary blip. Albeit, I haven’t been able to check what’s happened about the rent payment; I reckon it’s immaterial. Given my current concerns, if I will not feel safe and comfortable here, I’ll have to serve notice to leave. I remember being given one of the new Private Residential Tenancy agreements, which allows me to end the agreement by giving only twenty-eight days notice. I must sort out the problem on the rent first, but I can’t see myself wanting to continue with the tenancy.

      Alesha says she’s happy to sit and wait while I take a shower. I show her into the lounge where there are two large, deep button leather sofas. She sinks into one and picks up some magazines from my coffee table to leaf through. Meanwhile, I go into the bathroom and strip off. I set the temperature to near-scalding, step into the over-bath shower and stand under the flowing water. It’s only been an hour since my last shower. Feeling a compulsion to cleanse myself, I spread shower gel all over my body and rinse off, repeating the exercise multiple times.

      Afterwards, I stand still, allowing the water to flow over me. I close my eyes tight. I try to think… I want to remember, at least I think I want to remember. An image comes into my head, I don’t know why. The picture is of a girl lying naked on a bed and I see three men standing around her. I can see them clearly; I can describe them in detail. In turn, they undress, slowly and deliberately. She seems oblivious to the men and what they do, as first one of them spreads her legs, inserts his erect penis and rapes her, followed by each of the others doing the same. She is unresponsive; her face is blank, distant, impassive.

      At first, I wonder if she might actually be dead, but then I see her eyes flicker and I can discern that she’s breathing. I feel sick watching this play out in my mind’s eye. Why am I visualising this? Am I the girl? Am I recollecting what’s happened to me? I try to concentrate on what the girl looks like. There’s no question, she is more than a bit like me. Her face is more angular, but she’s just about my figure. She’s trim and toned, the same shape and a similar hairstyle, straight layered with a side-swept fringe, but while she’s blonde, my hair colour is a cherry red, with highlights. She can’t be me, surely. I try to concentrate on the images in my head. The scene replays but it’s not the same; the girl remains mainly unresponsive. This time there are variations in the action. I watch in horror, seeing her manipulated on the bed with each of the men penetrating her in different ways.

      My face is wet, and it’s not from the shower. I realise that I’m weeping. It can’t be me. Please, please, don’t let this be me. It can’t be a memory. Please, please, it must be a dream, a fantasy, a nightmare. My legs buckle, and I sink to my knees, then lower, until I’m lying in the bath, adopting a foetal position, my arms clutching my legs. If I can make myself small enough, then maybe I can disappear. Racking sobs overpower me and I’m having difficulty breathing. The shower jets are continuing to douse me.

      In the distance, a voice is calling, then I hear a thumping sound and a crash, the sound of wood splintering. I’m aware the water isn’t running over me anymore and I prise my eyes open. Alesha is standing over me. She drapes a towel across my shoulders and pulls me towards her, hugging me to her.

      “It’s okay, it’s okay,” she says. “You’re safe. I’m here to protect you.”

      Only with her help am I able to step from the shower and pat myself dry and then throw on clothes before exiting the bathroom. Alesha’s dress is soaked from holding me, but she doesn’t seem to notice. I can see she looks relieved. Her face is tear-stained.

      “I could hear you crying,” she tells me. “I tried knocking, but you didn’t answer. The door was locked, so I had to force it. I’m sorry, I’ve caused some damage. Are you okay now?”

      I tell her about what I saw; the visions, my doubts, my fears.

      “I’m sure it will only be your imagination playing tricks on you,” she says. She’s trying to calm and reassure me; however, she can’t maintain eye contact and I know she doesn’t believe what she’s saying. “You said you could visualise the men clearly. Did you recognise any of them? Have you seen them before?” she continues.

      “No, I’m certain, I don’t know them. I haven’t met any of them.”

      “In that case, I think you should write down their full descriptions, as accurately as you can, and give it to the police.”

      I tell Alesha where I keep pens and paper. She finds a pad and takes notes as I recall the descriptions.

      All three aged maybe in their thirties. First man is a little above average height, about six one, I guess; stocky, not fat but muscular, shoulders like a bull, looks as if he works out a lot; round head, almost circular and no hair; he has a shaved head. Large nose with a kink halfway down; must have been broken at some point – a boxer or rugby player, maybe. Pale, pale skin; teeth are even but yellow-coloured, could be nicotine.

      Second guy is smaller but not by much; he’s skinny but not puny, wiry, actually. Sandy-haired and freckled; his face narrow, eyes close together, blue I think or maybe grey. A tight mouth and heavy jaw; a tuft of hair on his chin, not enough to describe as a beard.

      Third guy looked older; a lot smaller, not much over five foot, I reckon. Olive skin, Mediterranean features, thinning dark brown hair and stubble on his face. Very dark eyes, almost black. When he smiled, I saw he had two broken teeth at the front.

      “That’s really good. It will give the police a lot to go on,” Alesha says. “I’m thinking back to crime movies I’ve seen. What is it they ask? Did any of them have distinguishing features?”

      Much as I hate to do it, I close my eyes and make myself visualise them again. The effort gives me an acidic taste; I try to ignore it. “Yes, the first guy had a large tattoo on each of his arms; a snake wrapped around a sword.”

      “Were both his arms the same?”

      “Yes, I think so, at least they were very similar. Second guy wore a large signet ring on the middle finger of his right hand, also a bracelet, heavy linked silver. Oh, first guy again, had a diamond stud in one ear.” I screw my eyes tighter shut, “the left ear. And guy three chews his nails, they’re short and very uneven.”

      “Okay, I’ve got all that,” Alesha says. “Now I reckon you could murder a nice cup of tea, or would you prefer something stronger?”

      “Tea would be good,” I answer. For just now, my brain’s cloudy enough without taking anything to mix it up more.

      “I’ll sort it out. You just sit there and relax for a bit.”

      “I’ll let you make it, but I’ll come next door with you. I can show you where everything is.”
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      I pull back a chair from the solid pine dining set and sit down. The kitchen has loads of fitted storage units and appliances. I tell Alesha where everything is kept.

      While the tea is brewing, she pulls open the fridge and lifts a plastic bottle towards her face. Her nose crinkles, her face taking on a distasteful frown. “Ugh, I’m afraid this milk is off.” She holds the bottle at arm’s length, inspecting the label. “It’s well out of date. I’ll pour it down the sink.” Looking around her, she adds, “The bread’s mouldy, too, or I’d have made toast. Can you take your tea black? I’m okay with it that way.”

      “I can, but we don’t need to.” I point to a larder unit. “There should be a carton or two of UHT long-life milk if you’re okay with it. I don’t feel like food just now, but I have some bread in the freezer if you would like some.”

      We sit across from each other at the table, with our drinks. Alesha puts her hand on mine in a friendly, comforting gesture. When I consider, it’s difficult for me to accept that I hardly knew her before today. I feel like we’ve been friends for years. In these last few hours, she’s become privy to my situation and been present through my interview, hearing some of my most intimate secrets and witnessing my fears. She’s been unbelievably supportive and a good confidante. Today has been one long nightmare, and I don’t think I could have coped without her help. For now, I’m happy to sit here in her company, doing nothing.

      “When we were waiting for you at the clinic, I got talking to Jenny,” she starts. “She told me you’ve known each other since school.”

      “Yes, we first met at secondary. It must be…” I pause to think, “fourteen years ago now. We’ve been very close over the years. It’s almost as if we’re related. We know each other’s families quite well, too. We’ve holidayed together often, right back to our early teens. Jenny would come with, when Mum and Dad took me on vacation, and I sometimes went with her when her mother and brother went away. It meant we had twice as many holidays.”

      Alesha smiled. “You were so lucky.”

      “We were. We did everything together. There was a small group of us who were close friends. Tony, that’s Antoinette, and Karoline and Freida made up our little gang, but Jenny and I were especially close.” I think back, reminiscing, “We made a great team because Jenny was really smart, and I was the daring one.”

      “What do you mean, daring?” Alesha asks.

      “Oh, nothing significant. It was just that we liked to play practical jokes. We’d work out all sorts of pranks to play on our classmates and teachers. We’d think them up together, but more often than not it was me who carried them out.”

      “Why was that?”

      “As I said, Jenny was smart. She didn’t want to get caught.”

      “So, you were the one who got caught?” Alesha asks, smiling.

      “No. Hardly ever, actually. She may have been smart, but I was street smart. I nearly always escaped with no one knowing it was me, and even if they suspected, I could talk my way out of just about anything.”

      “Sounds like good training for a career in marketing,” Alesha jibed.

      I’m about to defend myself before realising she’s probably right. I laugh at the thought, aware it’s the first time I’ve had something to laugh at all day.

      “What sort of things did you do?”

      “Nothing special. Various wind-ups, or sending folk on a fool’s errand. One time, we had the entire class believing there’d been a news item about Iceland imminently sinking into the sea because of global warming. We embellished the story with add-ons like saying Bjork had been on television pleading for international aid.” I chuckle at the memory. “Because Jenny went along with the story, everyone believed it. You see, Jenny was very accomplished academically, always top of the class in science, and she was considered to be a bit of a dork. Because Jenny was agreeing it was true, everyone believed it.”

      “How did you get away with that one?”

      “It was quite easy because there were a lot of stories at the time about rising sea levels because of melting ice flows. It sounded quite credible. We both claimed someone had shown us an internet news feed which featured the story – fake news we’d call it now, I guess. By the end of the day, we had most of the class believing they’d seen the story themselves.”

      Alesha laughs. “You must have been very popular at school.”

      I take a moment to think. “I was, I suppose. I was lucky that way. Looking back, I had an easy time of it. I could achieve reasonable pass results without having to do much work. Also, my folks were quite comfortably off, so I always had the latest gadgets and fashionable clothes. Our gang was usually considered the in-group. Jenny wasn’t anywhere near as lucky. Her father died when she was very young, and her mother had a bit of a struggle to bring up the two kids on her own. They had to be careful with money.

      “Besides, she sometimes doesn’t do herself any favours. She’s not unattractive. She has a pretty face and, until recently, we were the same size and shape. She’d often borrow clothes from me. We used to share lots of things. I think she’s put on a few pounds in the last few months and, as you may have noticed, she doesn’t wear cosmetics. Because she was very studious, she was considered a bit of a swot and, resulting from all of that, she suffered a lot of bullying. Being part of our little group helped because we looked after each other, but she had quite a hard time as a teenager.”

      “Is there a reason why she doesn’t wear make-up?” Alesha asks.

      “She says it’s an allergy thing, but she doesn’t like to talk about it. This has been going on for years, back since early high school. I’ve tried to convince her to investigate whether there are products she’d be more tolerant of, and it would have been easy for her to do now because she’s a qualified pharmacist, but she hasn’t been interested. Personally, I think she’s wanted to make herself different.”

      “Maybe it’s a religious thing or a moral stance, you know, like being against animal testing,” Alesha says.

      “No, I’m certain it’s nothing like that. She’d sometimes immerse herself in her studies, even though she was already miles ahead of the rest of the class. She didn’t seem to care that some kids thought she was a nerd.”

      “That’s sad. Was she very unhappy?”

      “I don’t believe so. What she did was self-imposed and there were lots of times we had great fun. We still do. She’s very kind and generous and she’s a great friend.”

      Further discussion is curtailed when we hear the doorbell ring.

      I lift the security entry phone, and when I hear Margaret’s voice, I buzz her in.
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      The three of us sit in the kitchen drinking tea, exchanging small talk. I don’t understand why Margaret invited herself here. However, I’m reluctant to ask, as our short conversation in the office this morning wasn’t particularly convivial. I don’t have to wait long, as her face takes on a more serious look, a moment before she opens the conversation.

      “I expect today’s been quite an ordeal for you. How are you feeling now?”

      I don’t know what to answer. I don’t really know how I feel. Everything is so surreal. I’m no longer feeling pain or aches, but it’s like my body’s not my own. Like I described before, an out-of-body experience. I’ve spent the day answering one question after another, trying to remember and visualising horrific scenarios of what’s happened to me. I’ve been pushed and prodded, had all sorts of samples taken and now I just feel numb. Instead of trying to explain, and risk appearing totally gormless, I merely say, “Okay, I guess.”

      Margaret stares at me with intensity and it’s as if she can see into my very soul. “You don’t need to put on a brave face for me,” she says.

      I remember her words when she phoned. “You said you might be able to help,” I say.

      “I did,” she says. “I want you to know that you’re not alone and that there are people around to support you.”

      “Thanks, I do have some good friends, but if that was all you meant, you could have said so on the phone.” I bite my tongue after uttering my thoughts, remembering I’m speaking to my boss.

      She doesn’t appear to take offence. “There’s more,” she says. She lowers her eyes, unable to look me in the face. “When I said you weren’t alone, I meant in what you’ve gone through. I don’t want any of this discussed other than by the three of us, but I’ve gone through something similar. Well, I don’t know how similar it may have been, but I was sexually assaulted several years ago.”

      “Really?” I gape and stare back at her, amazed. I’m uncertain if I’m more surprised at this happening to Margaret, or of her confiding in us.

      “Don’t sound so shocked,” she says, a sparkle of humour in her eyes. “I wasn’t always this age and away from work, I’m nowhere close to being as austere.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…”

      Margaret holds up her hand to stop me. “I won’t go into details, but suffice to say, I understand what you must be feeling. It’s tough, really tough, but it’s something you’re going to get through and I’m here to help you in every way I can.”

      “Can I ask if they caught the one who attacked you?” I question.

      “No, they didn’t. He was never called to account. He got away scot-free and a lot of it’s probably my fault because I didn’t report him. It’s one of my greatest regrets.”

      I can see Margaret’s eyes are welling up.

      “It was a very long time ago and things were different then. It was before I met my husband. I didn’t have any family I could rely on and I felt alone, with no one to support me. Back in those days, the police and the courts were a lot less understanding of victims. I wasn’t confident that I’d have the strength to be dragged through the system, giving evidence and being cross-examined. The awful part is, I know who it was and I’m fairly confident that he’s got away with the same thing over and over because no-one stood up to him.”

      Margaret pauses, then adds, “Let me tell you, I’m proud of you, Briony, because you’re strong enough to stand up for yourself.”

      “Don’t be too quick in giving praise. I don’t feel very strong just now, and I’m not sure if I’ll be able to cope.” I can feel my teardrops wetting my cheeks. “It’s so difficult to handle because I literally don’t know what happened to me. I’m hoping the police will find something. I’ve given a statement and they’re looking into it now.”

      Margaret nods. “You’ve already been able to do more than I could,” she says. “Would you like to tell me all that you know?”

      I give a rundown on my whole day, explaining everything that I’ve gone through, what’s been said, my visions and my fears and trepidations. I see Margaret close her eyes when I describe my visualisation of the girl being molested.

      “What are you planning to do now?” she asks me.

      “I haven’t been able to plan. I just couldn’t. Besides, there has been no time.” I try to put my thoughts into words. “If it wasn’t that my parents are away until after the weekend, then I’d probably stay with them for a while. I don’t feel at all comfortable here in my flat now, but I don’t want to be alone.”

      “I can stay with you if you like,” Alesha offers. “I would offer to have you back to my place, but it could be awkward because I still live at home with my mum and dad.”

      “Jenny’s in the same position as she lives with her mum,” I say. “I could stay with her, but I wouldn’t want to go through explaining anything.”

      “If you like, I can stay with you here, or at your parent’s house. I’ll only have to pick up a change of clothes and let my folks know what I’m doing,” Alesha offers.

      “I’ve a better alternative,” Margaret says. “I want you to come back home with me. I stay in a bungalow in Clarkston, it’s not too far away. You too, Alesha. You’ll be able to support Briony. I have plenty of room now that my children have grown and moved off to university.”

      I’m taken aback by the kindness of her offer, so much so that I speak without thinking. “What about your husband? Wouldn’t he…”

      “Jeffrey? I’m sure he’d be pleased to have the company.”

      “But I thought …” I stop, not knowing what to say. I can hardly tell her what I’ve heard about her husband.

      “Too much thinking and too much gossip,” Margaret says. She purses her lips. “Do you really believe I don’t know about the ridiculous rumours that go around in the office? I’ve heard at least four variations speculating that I’m married to a brute, or a criminal, or a madman, trying to explain why I’m rarely seen outside of office hours.”

      I feel my cheeks flush with embarrassment and, from the corner of my eye, I see Alesha is having the same reaction.

      Margaret chuckles. “Jeffrey’s a sweetheart. I don’t think I’ve ever met a kinder man.”

      “But if you know there are rumours,” Alesha asks, “why don’t you set the record straight?”

      Margaret shrugs. “For one thing, I don’t want to feel pressured into telling people about my private life. I shouldn’t have to give anyone explanations. Of course, I’ve told Jeffrey what’s been said about him and he thinks it’s funny.”

      “I don’t understand,” I say.

      “I’ll tell you because you’re going to find out anyway when you come to my house.” Margaret doesn’t seem to acknowledge any possibility that I won’t accept her offer. “Jeffrey is a former police officer. He was a sergeant in the serious crime unit, and he had twenty years of service. After he was injured in the line of duty, he had an operation which was botched. It left him unable to walk, and he has limited use of one arm. As a result, he needs to spend most of his waking hours in a wheelchair. He was invalided out of the force and now rarely leaves the house.”

      “Oh, how sad,” Alesha says. I want to comment and show empathy, but I feel lost for words. I don’t know what to say.

      “Now, don’t you dare show you feel sorry for him or he’ll have your guts for garters. The one thing he can’t take is other people’s sympathy. It’s why no one in the office knows about it. No one except Stuart Ronson, that is. Although much of Jeffrey’s body is wasted, his mind is as sharp as it ever was. More so.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to…” Alesha starts.

      Margaret waves aside the apology. “Jeffrey’s brilliant on computers. He received specialist training and learned a lot when he was working on criminal investigations, but since leaving, he’s had the time to hone his abilities.” There’s a smile on her face and her admiration is obvious. “A few years back, he started a freelance research business after a couple of private investigators asked him to do some work. Between his computer skills and the contacts he had through his former work, he was able to achieve some amazing results. He now works directly for companies and private clients as well as PI’s and he’s so busy, he frequently needs to turn clients away. It isn’t his disability that keeps him home, it’s the love of what he’s able to achieve on the internet.”

      I’m intrigued. I don’t want to be alone and although Alesha has offered to stay with me, I don’t relish the prospect of staying in my flat. My parents’ home would be preferable, but it isn’t ideal. Particularly as I haven’t worked out yet how I’m going to explain to them what’s been going on and why I didn’t tell them sooner. I’m sure Jenny will offer some help, but I don’t know when she’ll be here, or what she’ll be able to do. The prospect of Alesha staying with me at Margaret’s home has some definite appeal.

      “Briony, why don’t you put together a bag of things you’ll need, so I can take you back to mine and introduce you to Jeffrey before it gets much later? I can stop off at your house, Alesha, if you want to pick anything up.”

      “Okay by me,” Alesha says. “I’ll give my mum a ring now, so she knows what’s going on.”

      Margaret looks at me and, seeing no dissent, nods. “Good, that’s decided.”

      The decision has been taken away from me and I’m relieved and nervous at the same time. “I’d better call Jenny and let her know what I’m doing. I’ll have to call Paula as well. She said to let the police know where I would be, in case anyone needs to contact me.”

      I call Paula’s number first, but she isn’t available. Margaret provides me with her address and phone numbers, which I give to the officer who answered. He tells me he will record it on my file.

      I call Jenny’s number and she answers on the third ring. “Good news. I’ve arranged to have tomorrow off so I can spend it with you and I’m not on duty or on call at all this weekend. I’ll be able to be with you, if you want. I can drive you anywhere you need to go. I’m just finishing up here for tonight, so I’ll be round soon. I can be there in half an hour.”

      I explain to Jenny about my change of plan. Following a pause, she asks, “Are you sure you want to do that? You hardly know these people. Why would you want to spend tonight with them? Are you not already in a fragile enough state?”

      I feel uncertain. Can Jenny be right? Am I putting even more pressure on myself?

      Margaret calls across, “Would Jenny like to come and stay as well? Invite her. We’ve got plenty of room.”

      Jenny overhears the offer. “No, thank you,” she replies. “I want you to know that I’m here for you, Briony, but I don’t want to spend tonight in a strange house with people I don’t know.”

      “You’ve met them before. You’ve come along to a couple of my office nights out. You must have seen Alesha there and I think I must have introduced you to Margaret, the time you picked me up after work.”

      “I might have heard you mention their names before. I can’t be certain, but they’re not people you know well. I do remember meeting some of your colleagues, but I don’t recollect ever meeting Alesha. As for Margaret, isn’t she the one you complained to me about, the first-class bitch? No, I don’t think it’s a good idea to stay with them tonight.”

      I feel confused; it’s a dilemma. Jenny’s correct, I hardly knew Alesha before today and my opinion of Margaret was anything but favourable. A few moments ago, I decided I’d be going, but now I don’t feel so certain. I again try to consider the alternatives and it helps me choose. “I’ve made up my mind, Jenny. I’m going to spend tonight at Margaret’s. I haven’t even thought about tomorrow yet. You could come over, even if you don’t stay.”

      I want my friends around me. Maybe I should say more, but I don’t.

      “If that’s your decision, then it’s up to you. You must do whatever you think suits you best. Call me in the morning and I’ll come over.” Jenny’s words sound placatory and supportive, but I can hear an edge in her voice. She doesn’t sound happy.

      “Okay,” I say. “I don’t have my mobile, but I can remember your number.”

      After I hang up the phone, I realise my talk with Jenny has left me feeling even more drained. I’m uncertain and vulnerable. When I stand, my legs are unsteady. I make no attempt to move.

      “Would you like some help to sort a bag?” Alesha offers.

      “I think I can manage,” I reply, but my voice must have been unconvincing, because Alesha follows me into the bedroom and helps when I go to lift an overnight case from atop my wardrobe and fill it with nightwear, a change of clothes and some toiletries.
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      Margaret has parked her Volvo near to my flat. I place my bag in the boot and we get in to take the short drive to Simshill, where Alesha lives. Margaret and I wait in the car while Alesha dashes in to collect her necessaries for an overnight stay, together with a change of workwear for tomorrow.

      Only a few minutes later, we drive through Clarkston Toll, exiting onto the Mearns Road. Half a mile further, we turn left, drive a little further, then pull into a driveway. The car’s tyres crunch over the red whin chip surface, announcing our arrival.

      We ascend a shallow ramp which covers the three steps to the entrance, then go through a broad uPVC glazed front door to enter a square hallway with several doors off. Margaret points, in turn, to each of the rooms on the ground level. To our immediate right is a lounge; behind this a dining room and then a study, which Jeffrey uses as his office. To our left, the first room is Margaret and Jeffrey’s bedroom, followed by a family bathroom, an open stairway leading to the upper floor and a small sitting room. Immediately facing us, there’s a door into a large dining kitchen, which has been significantly extended from the original property, Margaret explains. She tells us that when their children were young, they developed the house, building the rear extension as well as dormer and Velux windows in what had been the attic, to create three bedrooms and a shower-room upstairs.

      She invites us to take our bags up, but before we move, we hear the noise of an electronic motor and watch as a wheelchair exits from Jeffrey’s office. Approaching us with a welcoming smile and an outstretched arm, Jeffrey is very dapper, dressed in fashionable chinos and an open-neck shirt. His demeanour is cheerful. He has a jovial, round face, spectacles with heavy black rims and is clean-shaven, with a bald pate surrounded by a thin network of brown strands of hair.

      He pumps our hands enthusiastically, introducing himself and saying he’s pleased to have us stay.

      Jeffrey asks if we’re hungry, suggesting we get ourselves settled first, then meet in the kitchen for coffee and sandwiches.

      Realising I haven’t eaten, I gladly accept the invitation.

      “Yes, please,” Alesha adds.

      Margaret shows us upstairs. There’s one large room with twin beds and the two other bedrooms are each singles.

      “Would you feel better if I slept in the same room as you?” Alesha asks.

      Besides romantic entanglements, and holidays with Jenny, I haven’t ever shared a bedroom with anyone. But right now, I’m fearful of spending the night alone. “Yes, please,” I say.

      We each deposit our bags in the larger room, then return to the kitchen.

      Even before entering, we can smell the rich, enticing aroma of freshly percolated coffee. We walk into the kitchen to find a serving plate, mounded high with an assortment of rolls and sandwiches, sitting next to a large bowl of potato crisps.

      “Come in, help yourselves,” Jeffrey invites, smiling when he sees our reaction.

      I’ve picked up a sandwich even before sitting down. I don’t want to appear rude, but my mouth is watering, and the food looks very appetising. Desperate for sustenance, I devour a further two sandwiches, hardly recognising a flavour. Then I slow down, belatedly remembering my manners, eating slower and more delicately, relishing the taste.

      “Do you feel any stronger now?” Jeffrey asks.

      “Yes, much,” I reply. “I hadn’t realised how hungry I’d become – not until I started eating. It’s just what I needed.”

      We sit around, drinking coffee and making small talk. It seems natural and uncomplicated. Following a lull in the conversation, I’m brought back down to earth when Margaret asks me if I’d like to tell Jeffrey about my police report. Seeing my shocked expression, she apologises. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything. I thought maybe he’d be able to assist. You’re under no pressure to talk about anything. It was only because I thought he may be able to help you find some answers.”

      “No, it’s all right. You caught me unawares. I don’t want to appear ungrateful, but…”

      “You don’t have to explain,” Jeffrey says. “We invited you here so you’d feel safe. There’s nothing you have to do or say. If and when you want to talk, then I’ll be happy to listen and again, only if you want, then I’ll try to help.”

      “I would like you to help me, if you’re prepared to take it on. But I feel really drained. I don’t feel up to going over everything again just now.” I hesitate before continuing, “Another thing is, I don’t know if I can afford to pay you. How much is it you charge?”

      “Pay me? What are you talking about, lass? If there’s anything I can do to help you, then I’m happy to do it. There isn’t any charge,” Jeffrey says.

      “But earlier this evening, Margaret told us you had a business carrying out research, and that you were so busy, you were turning clients away,” I say.

      “Yes, that’s all perfectly true, but it’s work I do for commercial clients. Friends are different. If I can help a friend of Margaret’s, then it’s not business, it’s because I want to. I wouldn’t dream of making a charge.”

      I’m about to speak, to ask why he thinks Margaret and I are friends, but I stop myself. I look at Margaret and she nods her agreement. She is smiling. Margaret considers me a friend. I’m overwhelmed by emotion. I want to express my gratitude, but my tears are flowing and my voice catches in my throat, stopping me before I blurt out a simple, “thank you”.

      Both Margaret and Alesha come over to me and we embrace in a group hug.
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      I want to ask Margaret about this morning when I arrived at work. She was very aggressive, her attitude so different to how she’s been since. Although I don’t want to risk imperilling the closeness we now seem to have, I need to know.

      “You were very angry with me this morning,” I start, speaking with caution.

      “Yes, I was, and you want to know why, don’t you?” she says.

      “I do,” I answer, trepidation showing in my voice.

      “I suppose you deserve an explanation. I believe you have real talent. It was me who recruited you.” She can see I look puzzled. “Yes, Stuart was the one who carried out the interview and the formalities, but it was me who picked you out. There were other candidates who had more experience, but I convinced him to go with you. What’s more, you didn’t let me down. Your performance, your commitment and your skill have all been first class.”

      “But I thought you didn’t like me! At no time did you ever give me credit for my work. Nothing I ever did seemed good enough.”

      “That’s my management style. I want to get the best out of all my staff. From experience, I’ve found if I push for bigger and better results, I usually get them. I’ve tried the soft approach in the past and found it doesn’t work in our line of business. Praise often makes people soft and complacent, particularly when the praise is for something barely adequate and not special.”

      “So, you weren’t unhappy with my work?”

      “Anything but. In your first four months, you’ve shown more promise than any other junior executive we’ve ever recruited. At least, that was the case until last week.”

      “You thought I’d let you down?” I ask.

      “When you didn’t turn up for work on Monday, we were concerned. More so when we didn’t hear from you. We thought you might be ill. We tried calling both your landline and mobile but there was no reply and no response to voicemails, texts or emails. Your parents were listed as your next-of-kin and we got no answer there, either. We were on the verge of having you listed as a missing person when we received an email on Monday afternoon.”

      “An email? I don’t remember sending you an email. What did it say?” I ask.

      “All it said was, Won’t make it in today. There was no explanation and no apology.” Margaret continues. “We didn’t know what to make of it because it seemed so out of character for you, but we reckoned there must have been a good reason and you’d be back on Tuesday to explain.

      “You’d been working with Dwight and Chrissie, preparing the presentation for Archchem. Although Dwight is the team leader and therefore the senior and meant to be managing the project, we knew it had been predominantly your ideas coming forward. When you didn’t come in on Tuesday, Dwight met the client and I’m sorry to say, he didn’t have a clue. I’m not convinced he understood the concept, and he botched it. For us to win preferred supplier status with Archchem would have been a major step forward. Instead, we’re left scrambling around, trying to salvage what little scraps of work we can get from them.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “Of course, you must already know, Dwight is the nephew of Carlton Archer, the founder of the company and still the group’s president. We know Dwight is fairly useless, but he was foisted on us, supposedly to gain international experience. Dwight blamed you. He claimed he didn’t have all the material because he didn’t know where you’d filed it. Stuart was livid, and you weren’t around to defend yourself.”

      “But it should all have been there,” I say.

      Margaret nods. “Then you didn’t come in on Wednesday and returned this morning looking as if you’d been on a bender.”

      “I can see why you’d be angry,” I say.

      “I was! I was furious and I felt you’d let me down, personally. It was only when Alesha came to see me that I realised you weren’t to blame. I don’t believe it was you who sent the email.”

      “I’m sure I didn’t,” I say.

      “If someone had access to your phone…” Margaret starts to suggest.

      I think about this. “My phone had been dismantled when I found it this morning. I don’t know when it happened.”

      “The most likely explanation I can think is that whoever had the phone, wanted to avoid it being traced,” Jeffrey suggests. “They may have taken it apart, then either used the Sim in another device, or temporarily put it back together to be able to send the message. I’m sure the police will check all the phone’s parts for prints and to see if, and when, they’ve been used. However, we need to make sure that whoever’s investigating knows about the email.”

      “I’ll call them in the morning,” I say.

      “Something else is bothering me, too,” Jeffrey says.

      “What?” I ask and my question is echoed by both Margaret and Alesha.

      “This may make you uncomfortable,” he says. “Do you want me to go on? This could keep for another time.”

      “I doubt if anything could make me feel much more uncomfortable than I already am,” I say.

      “Fair comment,” he says. “I ask myself why someone would feel the need to send that email. The obvious answer is, they didn’t want anyone to think you were missing. More to the point, they didn’t want anyone looking for you.”

      I nod, not quite understanding where this is going.

      “A random abductor isn’t too likely to be concerned if you were reported as missing. It’s not absolute, but I believe this considerably increases the probability of the abductor being someone you know, or who has some connection to you.”

      Much as I thought I wouldn’t feel any more uncomfortable, I now have a terrible heaviness in my chest. Up until now, I’ve been trying not to think too much about being abducted and what treatment I may have been subjected to for the last week. However, Jeffrey’s conjecturing, I may already be acquainted with the abductor forces me to confront the question. Who do I know who might have done this to me, and why?
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      Although the subject is quickly changed and we sit around the table talking about anything and everything for hours, I don’t feel any more at ease. I’m exhausted and have been for hours, but I prefer to be sitting in the company of friends rather than trying to sleep. After the visions I had earlier in the day, I’m fearful of what nightmares await.

      Jeffrey, Margaret and Alesha have been wonderful. Although I can see they, too, are tired, they’ve made no suggestion of going to bed. Their eyes are heavy and there are intermittent rounds of yawning. It’s now passed 1 a.m. and I know I’m fatigued; I can hardly remain seated upright. I’ve been leaning on the table when my elbow suddenly slips and I almost fall.

      Margaret looks at me. “You’ve had a very difficult day and I can see you’re exhausted. I think you need to try to get some sleep.”

      “Yes, you’re right,” I accept. I suspect tomorrow won’t be a walk in the park, either.

      “I’ve already made up the beds, but I’ll show you where we keep spare bedding if you need it. You’ve already seen where we keep everything in the kitchen, so help yourself to beverages or food if you feel like anything if you wake early, or through the night. You too, Alesha,” Margaret says. Then, looking at Alesha she adds, “I’m up about 7 o’clock and I leave for the office at eight. If you can be ready for then, I’ll drive you in.”

      “Thanks. I’ll set the alarm on my phone,” Alesha replies.

      While we’re walking up the stairs, Margaret turns to me and says, “There isn’t anything you need to get up for. You should try to get as much sleep as you can as it will help you regain your strength. You’ve seen where Jeffrey and I sleep. If you need anything through the night, anything at all, just call us. Although I’ll be gone at eight, Jeffrey will be here if you need anything.”

      Both Alesha and I thank her for her kindness and hospitality before exchanging goodnight wishes as she leaves.

      We each take a turn using the upstairs shower-room to wash and ready ourselves for bed. I climb under a sheet and pull the duvet tight around me.

      “Do you want to talk some more or are you ready to sleep?” Alesha asks. I hear the exhaustion in her voice and know the offer is well meant. I want to sleep, although I don’t know whether I’ll be able to. Alesha needs to be awake and ready for work in a few short hours. She’s done more than enough already. “Let’s try to sleep,” I reply.

      Within just seconds I can hear her breathing has become steady and deep and I reckon she’s already out for the count. I try to relax, to banish fears and dreads and images. I close my eyes. It works for a few seconds at a time before some thought enters my mind and my eyes spring open, looking around to confirm where I am and that I’m safe. I try counting sheep, remembering happy thoughts, calm and gentle scenes, but it helps little.

      I toss and turn in bed. Although I want to stay silent so I don’t wake Alesha, I can’t lie still. One minute I feel too hot and peel back the duvet, then the next I’m cold and pull it back. I try one arm or leg out, then the other, then both out or in, each variation providing moments of comfort before I need to move again. I’m relieved Alesha seems to be in a deep slumber, oblivious to my nocturnal gymnastics.

      Occasionally, I think I must have drifted off, but not for long before the whole pantomime starts over again. Periodically, I glance at the clock alarm sitting on a wall shelf. It’s as if I’m in a different dimension, as I feel as if hours have passed with only a few minutes movement showing on the clock. I note passing the benchmarks of 1.30, 1.45, 2.00, 2.15, 2.30, 2.45, 3.00 and 3.15… then darkness and silence.

      I’ve been dreaming. There were fields of corn and warm sunshine on my skin, a farmhouse, a fence, but they’re all fading, becoming more distant. I open my eyes. It’s dark. It doesn’t feel familiar. I’m apprehensive; where am I? I’m lying in a bed, an unfamiliar bed. It’s a single bed. Strange, I haven’t slept in a single bed since I was a young child. My fingers run over the surface. There’s a sheet under me. It’s cotton, crisp, fresh and smooth. Above me is similar, another sheet but heavier. No, it’s not it’s the same but something is on top, a cover, no, a duvet. My hand reaches across beyond the edge of the mattress. There’s a bed frame, smooth timber, I think, maybe pine. I inhale and can smell the fabric. It has been recently laundered as I can smell detergent, and something else. It’s fabric conditioner, it smells of roses. I don’t use fabric conditioners because some of them make me sneeze. I crinkle my nose, waiting for the inevitable. It doesn’t happen. I don’t sneeze. This must be one brand I’m okay with.

      Where am I? My night vision is kicking in, my eyes are starting to focus. I look around me. It’s a square room, there’s a bedside table next to me and another bed beyond. I was right; it is pine-framed with sheets and a duvet, but it’s not even. There’s a shape, an outline, a body. I look closer. I see movement, rising, falling, breathing. I listen carefully. It is breathing, quiet, even breaths with an occasional nasal rasp. Someone is sleeping. Who is it? Where am I? My eyes scan the room. I see a clock. It’s showing 5.32.

      Without warning, it comes back to me. It’s Alesha sleeping. We’ve spent the night at Margaret’s house because I didn’t feel comfortable or safe at home. First, Alesha offered to stay with me so I wouldn’t be alone and then Margaret invited me, no, invited us, to stay at her house. Oh hell! The nightmare! I remember yesterday. I remember the realisation I’ve lost the time between Friday evening and yesterday morning, five and a half days. I remember going to the police station with Alesha, giving my statement, going to the clinic and being examined. It was all so horrible. I remember all that, but I’ve still no idea where I’ve been or what’s happened to me in the last week. I feel a wave of panic, nausea, a bitter, acidic taste in my throat. I think I might faint. At least there’s nowhere to fall, as I’m lying down.

      I lie still, suppressing the urge to scream. My breathing is ragged. I must calm down. Deep breaths are needed; inhale, exhale, inhale, exhale. That’s better. Again, again. Slowly, my reason returns. I need to be strong, I need to be logical if I’m going to get through this. I need to count my blessings, too. I’m fit and well, I think. I have friends and support. There’s Jenny and Alesha, there’s Margaret and Jeffrey. Mum and Dad will be home in a couple of days and the police, too, will help me find the answers I need.

      While far from convinced, I’ve reassured myself enough to face another day. I’m tired, very tired, but I don’t want to sleep anymore. I don’t want to risk waking again the way I did. I’ll lie in bed and rest for a while. I need to think, to try to trigger some memory of where I’ve been.

      Today is Friday. Last Friday was the last day I can remember with any clarity. I cast my mind back. I arrived at work early, as usual. No, to be more accurate, I was even earlier, because I needed to prepare for a 10.30 meeting. It was with, what’s his name? The M.D. of Carson’s – Fielding, that’s it. It was a short meeting, but important. I had to find out more about his requirements. I was clear of the meeting by 11.15. For the rest of the day, I was working on the Archchem presentation. Dwight, Chrissie and I worked together all day. I didn’t go out for lunch. I knew I would be meeting Jenny for dinner, so I didn’t want to eat much. I sent out for a tuna wrap and an apple to keep me going. I washed it down with orange juice. I don’t think I finished the wrap, either; I only ate half.

      The three of us worked solidly, completing research, preparing the Power-point slides and the handouts and rehearsing who’d do what. Chrissie left at about four-thirty because she had to collect her daughter from her childminder. It wasn’t important, because she only had a small role to play on this project. Dwight and I worked on. I had planned to work late so I could go straight out to meet Jenny. When was it I left? Alesha checked. It was about 7.30.

      What happened next is all a great haze. My next solid memory is walking through Central Station yesterday morning. I must try to remember. I concentrate. The same visions I had yesterday come back. I don’t want to watch, but I feel I must. I need to find some clue. I need to know if I’m the girl. I see her lying on the bed, the men around her. I try to focus on her. Her body is naked. There are no obvious marks or scars to distinguish her. She does look very like me. The face seems a little bit more slender, longer, and I think it’s harder looking, but the picture isn’t clear. It could be me. Her hair’s a different colour. Perhaps she’s wearing a wig. A different colour could alter the perception of shape as well. I know this from my art studies. I can’t be certain.

      I try to focus on each of the men. The description is no different to the one I gave Alesha. There must be more. I think about the room. It’s a large bedroom. The girl is lying on a bed and it’s big, larger than a standard double; it could be king-sized. There’s no bed frame. Instead, it’s a divan with a shell-shaped headboard. The surface is plain-coloured, an off-white, it might be a mattress protector; there are no other bed coverings. There’s ample space around the bed for the men to stand without the room looking cramped. No other furniture is in sight. There’s more space beyond the bed, before a wall. It’s painted a pastel shade, nothing definite, a blue colour I think, nothing remarkable, no pictures. There’s no window, at least not on any wall I can see. Nevertheless, the room is bright. I don’t feel any further forward. Am I putting myself through this for nothing?

      What about sound? I wonder. Their voices, or any background noises which might help locate this place. I concentrate but I hear nothing. I see lips moving. It’s as if the men are talking to each other and giving instructions to the girl, saying what they want her to do. It’s like mime; I hear no sound whatsoever. No speech, no background noise;, instead there’s complete silence. I don’t understand why. Is there anything else of note? I don’t think so, but wait, there’s a smell, an unpleasant smell of stale filter coffee. It’s nothing like the delicious aroma of freshly percolated beans which enticed me to Margaret’s kitchen last night. It’s more like the stale smell after a jug’s been left sitting on a hotplate, then allowed to stew for too long, until it turns to tar.

      What else can I remember? My mind wanders. The same memory I had yesterday returns. Whether it’s real or imagined, it’s a sensation of hands touching me. I visualise it; me lying flat and hands touching me, big hands, little hands, disembodied hands. I see no people, only hands. The memory is not only visual. I sense the hands touching my body, large hands with coarse skin, small, smooth hands, stroking, touching me everywhere, lifting me, turning me, touching my face, my body, my limbs and more, everywhere. I want it to stop. I want to be left alone.

      I squirm and turn my face into the pillow. I squeeze my eyes tight shut and will the image and the feeling to stop.

      I take deep breaths to clear my head. What else? There must be something else?

      A series of images flash in front of me. I don’t know where they’re from. I don’t know if they’re real or fantasy, if they’re relevant or a product of my imagination. The images are like a series of snapshots taken in a room. It’s not familiar, I don’t know where it is. There’s a bookcase filled with DVDs and paperbacks. I try to focus but none of the titles are discernible. Another picture has a table with chairs set around it. It’s a rectangular dining table. There’s a table-cover and I see a box on top. It’s the size of a shoebox and there are small bottles in the box. In another image I see a window frame, but there are no windows visible because the curtains are drawn, heavy velvet drapes. It must be daytime because there’s a chink where the curtains meet, allowing in a stream of bright sunlight; it’s visible coming through the gap. Other images show a wall-mounted television, a computer workstation. There is nothing remarkable, nothing to identify the location. Accompanying the images, I again sense the same rancid smell of stale coffee.

      I’d hoped my memory might return and I’d know what had happened to me during the missing days. Much as I’m apprehensive of learning exactly how I may have been abused, the not knowing is tearing me apart. I’m disappointed because there’s very little, if anything, to go on. That said, I also feel a slight relief thinking I seem to be having more memories coming back to me. Paula suggested this could happen and I so much hope she could be right.
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      Checking the clock again, I see it’s now 6.10. My throat is dry; I feel thirsty. I decide to get up. There’s only half-light as I quietly sneak out of bed. I don’t want to disturb Alesha, but I can tell she’s still sound asleep. I pull a gown over my nightdress and slide my feet into my slippers before cautiously manoeuvring out of the room. A light is already switched on in the hall and I make my way down the stairs. Despite my best efforts to be silent, I find out the hard way that there’s a creaky floorboard halfway down the stairs. I jump in shock as I hear the unexpected noise and this only adds to the problem. I silently mouth a profanity. Re-gathering my composure, I make my way to the kitchen.

      I’m surprised to see that the kitchen is also illuminated. When I enter, I can see Jeffrey sitting at the head of the table, a steaming mug of coffee in his hand. Hearing me enter, he looks up and smiles. Without speaking, he points to his cup and raises an eyebrow, questioning.
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