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To the memory of my grandparents




EVE


The first time I saw him was not in romantic surroundings. Far from it – it was in the rec room of Sunnyside Independent Living Centre, the care home that I work in, in the town of Bishopsdean in Southern England. It’s what you call a ‘commuter town’, which means it exists mostly so that people can travel there to sleep. And it does feel like a place people only go to close their eyes. Quiet, characterless. Comfortable, in its way, I suppose.


On that particular day – a chilly, grey one in March, the kind where the sun seems too tired to shine properly – Daniel O’Donnell was playing on the stereo and at least one person had definitely had an accident in their chair (or else done a dirty protest at the music). I was trying to find the source of the smell, sniffing round like a beagle, when Magda came in.


Magda (indeterminate age, jewel-rimmed glasses, if not the world’s actual worst driver then at least in the top ten) is my boss, the ‘senior lifestyle facilitator’ here at Sunnyside, which means she wears suits from George at Asda instead of the wipe-clean scrubs the rest of us have on. More than once I’ve thrown myself in front of her to block flying bodily fluids, like the President’s bodyguard taking a bullet (for example when John Hinckley Jr shot Ronald Reagan in 1981, but did you know he also shot three other people, including the President’s Press Secretary, who was called James Brady and who died of his injuries years later?). I noticed that Magda had at least four pens stuck into her huge messy bun, which meant today was ‘one of those’.


‘Eve,’ she said, sniffing distractedly, ‘we have a new resident. This one is … different.’


‘Different how?’ I steered her away from the battlefield that was the rec room. ‘And did you remember to renew your car tax?’ Magda is the scattiest person I know – several times I’ve seen her looking for a resident’s file or a cup of tea or her glasses, when they’re actually in her hand at the time. I help her out as best I can – she calls me her human Filofax, which Julie the kitchen coordinator (twenty-seven, loves acrylic nails and her phone, hates vegans and anyone with dietary requirements), says makes her sound ‘dead ancient, like from the eighties or something’.


‘Oh, fudging hell, I didn’t.’ Magda doesn’t like to swear in front of the residents, as if they’re children instead of adults in their seventies and eighties. ‘Do you have a pen?’


‘Um, there’s some in your … ’ Too late, she had taken mine from my scrubs pocket and scrawled a note on her hand, then shoved my pen into her hair, making five in total. ‘Different how?’ I asked again, saying a quiet farewell to the pen, which had been one of my favourites (style 99E, ballpoint, branded with the NatWest logo). We’ve had all sorts of residents over the years. All different nationalities, languages, religions – even Mr Smith the Satanist, who was very sweet if you ignored the smell from his room.


‘Well, he’s got no memory at all. The police found him wandering down the M25, no phone or ID, no keys or cash or anything. He can’t remember his name or where he lives or – you know, anything.’


I nodded. This was unusual, but not as much as you’d think.


‘Oh, and he’s … ’


Behind her, dressed in clean blue scrubs, and carrying a small Tesco bag of possessions, was the most handsome man I had ever seen in my life (bumping to number 2 actor Jonny Dunne, who I spotted when I worked for a week as a waitress in a Pizza Express in Covent Garden, and to number 3 an unknown man I saw busking at Leeds train station in 1997). The new resident wasn’t much more than forty, I was sure, and had a faint red mark on his forehead, like an injury. And he was smiling, nervously but sincerely. ‘Hello.’


‘He’s so young!’ I blurted to Magda. That really did make him unusual. The youngest resident we had otherwise was Mrs Burke, who was only sixty-eight but had already forgotten her husband and all her children, everyone except the family Pekinese, Roger, who she asked after on a daily basis.


Magda said, ‘He’ll be staying here until they can find out who he is. They need the hospital bed he was in, and he’s nowhere else to go. Lovie, this is Eve, who’ll take care of you.’


‘Hello.’ He took my hand and shook it firmly, then looked at his own, as if slightly confused at what he’d just done. His was large and square, with long fingers. ‘I’m – sorry, I don’t know my name. But I’m very pleased to meet you. This is – I’m sure it’s a lovely place.’


Magda and I exchanged a quick look. We try to make SILC as nice as we can, but our budget is about 10p a day per resident, and there’s no disguising the constant smell of boiled food and bodily fluids.


‘Did he hit his head?’ I asked her quietly.


‘They don’t know. He can’t remember a thing.’


‘There’s nothing they can do?’


Magda shook her head, making a pen fly out of her hair. It was yellow, with bumblebees printed on it. I caught it like a baseball fielder (there are seven of these on a baseball team, did you know? Four infielders and three outfielders) before it took someone’s eye out. ‘They don’t know how to make memories come back, lovie.’


Or make them go away. I of all people should know that.


‘So we’ve got him till he remembers or the police work out who he is. Someone’ll report him missing, I’m sure.’


A handsome, young-ish man? Someone like that would surely have a whole world of people missing him. Colleagues, friends, a family.


‘Does he really have no name? I can’t just call him nothing.’ I watched him bumble across the room, shaking hands with residents. Most of them irritably told him to get out of the way of the TV, which was showing Location, Location, Location, a popular choice here (I think the residents enjoy the schadenfreude that they’d all been able to buy their houses for ten pounds back in the 1950s, while these poor suckers on TV are paying half a million for a cupboard in South London). One or two burst into tears, a standard response to anything new, and Miss Cole shyly handed him a half-chewed biscuit.


Magda said, ‘The police call him Adam. It’s a joke! Adam and Eve, ha ha!’


I laughed dutifully, although I didn’t think it was all that funny. Adam and Eve are perfectly good names, and it’s just a shame that some mythological people who couldn’t control themselves have ruined it for the rest of us.


Magda leaned in closer, so that I could see the cracks in her bright pink lipstick. ‘I thought you could make him your next client.’


I lowered my gaze. A mistake, because it only let me see how dirty the carpet was. After lunch it all gets a bit ‘feeding the cow to the raptors’ in here (Jurassic Park, 1993). ‘I don’t know, Magda. My plate’s a bit full at the moment.’ The truth was, the idea of making Adam a client terrified me. Maybe because he didn’t know me yet. Didn’t know what I could do, the things that made me different. The idea of letting him find out those things made me want to bolt for the hills, out the smudged patio door and down the road past the housing estate, keep going to the M25 and on to the coast. It was one thing working with the other residents; most of them were never going to recover, and their knowledge of what I could do would be forgotten with them. The risks were low. Adam was different. He would hopefully return to himself, go back to his life. And then he might tell someone, and they’d tell someone else, and before I knew it I could lose everything I’d built so carefully for almost twenty years.


Magda looked disappointed and I felt a stab of guilt. ‘Suit yourself, lovie. But if you change your mind, he’s going to be with us for the foreseeable. Oh, and I think Mrs O’Reilly’s had an accident, can you clear it up?’


The first thing I remember is yellow. A yellow dress, a yellow square of sun on the carpet. Yellow Lego bricks. Then later, a waffle-knit blanket, the kind you might drape on a baby’s cot, in the same soft yellow as ducklings or the first sunshine of spring. Although I was six, someone had placed this blanket over me, maybe to soften the stark whiteness of the hospital bed I was in. Bits of me hurt in a way I was confused about – my hands, my stomach. I felt … rearranged. My brain was hurting too, but I didn’t understand if that was on the inside or the outside. There were people at the door, and I can’t remember their faces or if they were men or women, but I remember what they said.


Has she been told yet?


No. Poor little thing. Nothing’ll ever be the same now.




EVE


Something everyone learns as they get older is this – your memory can’t be relied on. Things slip away, like keys down a grate. That PIN number. The name of the girl who sat beside you in Maths in Year Ten. The colour of the flowers on your wedding day. Memory is not automatic, as any schoolkid knows, sweating in exams trying to recall the metal that makes leaves green (it’s magnesium, if you’re wondering).


Imagine now that your memory is all too reliable. That you can summon up any name, any fact, the face of a dead parent, the wag of a long-gone dog’s tail. That you can remember past days in so much detail it’s like sitting down to watch a home movie. Great, right?


Wrong. But I’m getting ahead of myself.


I’ve worked in Sunnyside Independent Living Centre for more than seventeen years. I’ve noticed what happens when you do this kind of job, the ‘low-skilled’ kind: people automatically think it’s the only job you ever could have had. One time, this couple who had a relative here (Mr and Mrs Mendoza, drove a Jaguar and did their best to hide the fact it was leased, called the evening meal ‘supper’ except when they forgot and said ‘tea’) were having an argument about what the currency of Croatia was – they were going on holiday the next day and he maintained it had the euro, while she thought she’d read that it didn’t.


I was passing with a bedpan and I just said, ‘The currency of Croatia is the Kuna, first established in 1941, and then again in 1994, after the fall of Yugoslavia!’ Just a little fact, seeing as I had it to hand and they didn’t. I thought they might find it interesting.


Well, the looks they gave me! They even asked Magda was I ‘one of those Rainman-type people who can remember all the numbers and things’.


I should have known. I should have learned that lesson years ago – people don’t like it if you can remember too much, especially things they’ve forgotten themselves. It’s part of the reason I struggle meeting a new person. It’s all so clean and fresh to start with – no facts about them crowding my head, which happens every time I see someone I know – but then you’re just waiting for the moment when they go, Oh I love pickles me, and you remind them that on 4 February 2003 they picked the gherkin from their McDonald’s burger and threw it away into a bin and said it was disgusting, like a slimy bit of vinegary tongue. With every new person, I scold myself to keep a lid on my memory, pretend I don’t know that they’ve told me a story before or that I can recall the name of their tennis partner, who they only mentioned once five months ago. Eventually I always give myself away, and I see it cross their face: She’s a freak.


So when I first met Adam, I skirted him warily. Someone brand new, who didn’t know about me and my … skill. All I could tell was he was very handsome, and I guessed around forty years old. There were touches of silver like frost in his hair and the stubble on his face. We’d had people brought in before who’d been sleeping rough, who like him had no ID or phone or wallet, but you could always tell by their weather-beaten skin, their dirty broken nails and wild hair. Adam looked well cared for, his nails trimmed, his hair cut. And yet he was a missing person no one seemed to be looking for. Was he actually missing, if we knew where he was, but not where he belonged? To us he was more … found. Like an umbrella left behind on the bus.


Here’s what we knew about ‘Adam’. The police officer who brought him in, Raheem (thirty, plays five-a-side football every Tuesday, middle child of seven), let me have a read of the file while he was sitting in the kitchen eating the extra rice pudding from lunch. Several months of observation (the six times Raheem has been here in the past year) have led me to believe that he has a crush on Julie, the kitchen coordinator. Six times is, after all, a lot for the police to be at a nursing home. One time he came because Ms Jerman got out and was wandering in her nightgown singing songs from Cabaret, and once because Captain Philips thought someone had stolen his war medals (we found them buried in the garden), but the other visits were surely spurious.


This time was a genuine mystery. Adam – I had decided to go along with calling him that since I didn’t know his name – had been found four days ago, running down the embankment in the middle of the M25 several miles from here. It was 1.23 a.m., so luckily there wasn’t much traffic on the road, or he could have been killed (in 2016, 448 pedestrians were killed by cars in the UK). He had a head injury on his right temple, and was bleeding from his scalp, which could explain his memory loss.


The police report was very clear that Adam had been running – not wandering, as Magda had said. Like someone with a purpose. Except when they asked him, he had no idea where he was running to. Or what he was running from. On further questioning, he didn’t know his name or address or phone number. He had no shoes on, but was wearing socks from John Lewis that had penguins on them (from the recent Christmas range, I recalled, which led me to deduce they’d been a present) and rolled-up jeans from AllSaints, an expensive shop, and a T-shirt with the band The Killers (formed in 2001 in Las Vegas) on it. He didn’t have a wallet or a phone or keys. Of course they checked the CCTV from the motorway (his socks weren’t dirty, so he couldn’t have run very far), but the place he’d been found was in a security-camera black spot.


Adam had been taken to a specialist brain unit in London while the police went through missing persons’ records, checked his fingerprints on databases, and did house-to-house calls near where he’d been found. So far, they’d come up with nothing. Raheem said that if he didn’t remember who he was in a few weeks, they’d launch a TV appeal. It was hinted in the report that he could have escaped from a car or a van or something, like maybe he’d been kidnapped or someone was after him, so they didn’t want to show his face on TV just yet, in case it put him at risk.


There were a few small clues as to the mystery man’s identity. In the pockets of Adam’s jeans had been found a total of five things.


1. A small Lego brick, green, two holes.


2. A dry-cleaning ticket, or something like it, with the number 67 printed on it.


3. A striped pebble shaped like a humbug sweet, the old-fashioned kind.


4. A biro with the logo of a bird on it, no writing.


5. One diamond ring on a platinum band.


I shut the manila folder, feeling both curious and frustrated. Whoever had taken down the report was a details person, like me, but there were so many unanswered questions. What did Adam say when they found him? What direction was he running in? I’d need to know these things if I was going to help him.


Not that I was going to, of course. I’d already decided that. As I said, this was just curiosity.




RACHEL


Waking up alone – love having the big bed to myself! ;)


The morning began as they all had since it happened, five days ago and counting. She shot awake, her body drenched in fear and shame. Like ‘the horrors’ you got after a night of drinking, when you woke up convinced you’d done something terrible, and texted round all your friends, and even when they reassured you you’d been lovely, charming, that everyone thought it was hilarious when you climbed on the bar and danced to the Spice Girls, you still had this niggling doubt that you’d insulted someone or broken something or maybe, just possibly, killed a person?


But this was much worse. Because she had done something. At least, she might have. She didn’t even know for sure. There was still nothing online. Was it the kind of thing that would get online? She’d tied herself up in a series of different mental scenarios, imagining a hundred contradictory stories with the ingenuity of J.K. Rowling. What she didn’t know was what kind of story she was in. Perhaps he had left her – she was the put-upon wife in a stirring woman-starts-cupcake-business story, and when Simon eventually crawled back she would be far too busy hooking up with her new love, David Tennant. What she’d found on his phone that terrible night would support this possibility. Rachel had asked herself over and over had she really seen it. She could have checked, since his phone was sitting on the dresser in their room, beside his wallet and keys, but she didn’t know the passcode. And how could he be managing without those things?


Unless he had other bank cards, accounts she didn’t know about. At this stage, her imaginings would morph into a high-stakes thriller, a domestic noir where the woman found out her husband had lied to her all along. He had secrets. He’d been hiding money, getting ready to divorce her. He’d upped and left his life, shrugging it off like an old coat. She couldn’t imagine doing that. Hers was so tied down, with Hannah and the house, the milk deliveries, the organic veg box, the cleaner who came on Wednesdays, the gardener who did alternate Fridays. Some days she felt like Gulliver, pinned to the ground by a million little threads. Had Simon been able to snip through his own? Would he do that to Hannah, even if he’d do it to her?


There were other stories she could be in. He could be a spy. His whole life was a sham. He’d been targeted by a secret government organisation and left the country, but would come back for her when he could. He’d been living in witness protection. He’d faked his own death. Been abducted by aliens.


Just as she was coming to the same conclusion as every other day since it happened – that she knew absolutely nothing, and would never have a career as a fiction writer – her alarm went off.


Hannah put down the spoon she was using to eat her granola (Rachel made it herself without added sugar; just one of the many small things she’d done over the years to try to be good, be right, and now all of that was going up in flames).


‘Mummy.’ Hannah had a strong, confident voice, strident as a Tory politician, Margaret Thatcher or Andrea Leadsom or one of those pull-yourself-together-no-whining types. It sat strangely on a seven-year-old.


‘Yes, darling?’ Opposite her, Rachel was eating toast, for the first time in two years. Usually she had a boiled egg and avocado for breakfast, avoiding carbs. She was almost dizzy with the taste of the bread, the hot butter dripping and mingling with sweet jam. Her mind was spiralling, as if several different people were having an argument inside it. Call the police, you idiot. I can’t call the police, for God’s sake! Anyway, there’s no need. Go and look for him. Call his work.


‘Why are you different, Mummy?’


‘Hmm?’


‘You’re eating toast. And you’re not dressed.’


It was true, she was still in her Boden pyjamas at the breakfast table. ‘It’s nice to have a break sometimes.’ Hannah narrowed her eyes at her mother, and quite right too. Rachel didn’t believe in breaks. Breaks were really no different from cracks.


‘Is it because Daddy’s away?’ Hannah, thank God, had not been at the house that night – Rachel woke up sometimes in a cold sweat, realising how very much worse things could have been if she had. She’d told her Daddy was away on business, but Hannah would be expecting a call or FaceTime before too long.


‘That’s right – I thought we could take it easy, while he’s away.’ Which might be for ever.


‘Does that mean I still have to do homework and violin practice and tae kwon do?’ How over-scheduled her daughter was. How many things they did to fit in here in Little Sudbury. Organic gardening (Rachel hated gardening! Soil under her nails and aching knees). Mandarin lessons. Pilates, book club. Group holidays in Devon. She remembered last half-term, when they’d gone away with Miranda and Lorcan and their bratty twin boys, Edward and Horatio, and Hannah had bossed the kids into acting in a play about serial killers (the babysitter had given her unsupervised access to Netflix), resulting in probably life-long trauma, and Lorcan and Miranda had fought every day and drunk too much Pinot Noir at night, and after the holiday it transpired they were on the brink of divorce and this had been the thing to push them over the edge.


‘Never again,’ Simon had muttered. Was that them now? The couple on the brink of divorce – or worse, already over it and she just didn’t know? The Woman Whose Husband Disappeared, by Rachel Kempner. Coming March 2019.


She looked at Hannah across the table, her curly hair in messy plaits, wearing the Ninja Turtles T-shirt she’d insisted on buying from the boys’ section of John Lewis, because ‘it’s silly to have boys’ and girls’ clothes, Mummy’, and a smudge of milk across one cheek. Her latest Lego project, a model of the Eiffel Tower, but built from scratch as Hannah considered kits to be ‘cheating’, was spread out over the living-room floor. Rachel’s heart hurt, thinking of what might be ahead. ‘Not if you don’t want to.’ Hannah gaped at her; clearly, she hadn’t expected that gambit to work. But at least it would keep her distracted while Rachel figured out what to do, and the less they saw the school-mum brigade, the better.


And so Rachel spent the day like the one before, scanning news sites, clicking into her phone every five seconds, seeing only the endless stream of WhatsApps from the school mums about parking and cake sales, and Rachel’s nemesis, Janine Hewson-Taylor, warning about a possible outbreak of nits in Year Five (there was nothing like a crisis to make you realise how few real friends you had left, and as for family – forget about it). Listening to the sickening thud of her heart in her chest, answering all of Hannah’s questions with a distracted, ‘Hmm?’ The fear was there when she loaded the washing machine, when she picked Hannah up from school and sorted the carrots from the organic veg box, looking for one that most resembled an animated Disney character: You could be a killer. You could go to prison.


Because that was the other alternative, another story she might be living in right now. He hadn’t been in touch because he was dead. And that meant she was a murderer.




EVE


I haven’t told you yet what it is I do. Yes, officially, I work here as a care assistant, doling out cups of tea and refereeing disputes about whether to watch Loose Women or Homes Under the Hammer in the rec room. I’ve done that ever since I turned up in Bishopsdean at the age of seventeen, frightened and running, with no bank account and only one pair of shoes. Magda took pity on me, and I’m so grateful for that I’ll clean up any amount of spilled lunches (or worse) until the day someone tells me to stop.


But I have an unofficial job too. You see, a lot of the residents have memory problems. It could be minor, like not knowing the name of that actor in that film about that thing, or as major as not knowing what year it is or recognising their own children. I try to help them find their memories, using a combination of interviews, research, sensory stimulation, and my own personal knowledge of how memory works.


You may have worked out by now that my memory isn’t quite the same as other people’s. To explain it, it’s easier if I use the thing Theresa said when I was ten, irritation scratching at her voice: Eve, you’re like one of those hoarder people on the telly, except in your brain. Can you not just forget for once?


But I can’t. Basically I remember everything that’s ever happened to me since the age of six. I had a bit of a sad time before I ended up here, and realised I could use my strange memory to help people with holes in theirs. But don’t feel sorry for me. I like my life – my little ordered flat with the lock on the door, nights in with my TV programmes, making rounds of the residents every two hours, serving up meals at seven, eleven and five, counting out meds each morning and night, watching Doctors every day, laundering sheets, scrubbing pots. My life makes sense. I can help people.


When I’d finished reading Adam’s file, Raheem was scraping out the rice-pudding bowl, while Julie looked on, scowling (her natural expression). ‘Careful, you’ll take the pattern off.’


‘Can’t help it. How d’you get it so creamy, man?’


Julie sniffed and went back to stirring the soup for dinner, though I could tell by the slight lift of her pencilled-in eyebrows that she was pleased. The real Julie starts quite far under the surface, what with her false nails and hair extensions and make-up. I’ll never forget the day Mr Andrews, who grew up in Australia, started screaming that there was a poisonous spider in the cock-a-leekie soup, and we fished it out, only to find it was Julie’s left eyelashes.


‘Find anything, Columbo?’ Raheem said, when I gave him back the file. I didn’t see what I had in common with an older man in a trench coat (a role filled by Peter Falk, but initially offered to Bing Crosby, fun fact).


‘Maybe. The things he had in his pockets – where are they?’


‘Evidence locker, most likely,’ Raheem mumbled, through pudding.


‘Would it be possible to get them? I mean, they do belong to Adam. Are you searching hard to find out who he is?’ I couldn’t help but think that Raheem had other things to do than sit here eating all the rice pudding.


He belched slightly. ‘Cuts, innit. We’ll do our best, like, but if no one filled a misper report … ’


‘Thought you weren’t helping this one, Eve?’ said Julie, who was dishing out squares of cheesecake on to white plates. As soon as one meal ends here, another begins. I often think that sugar and tea are all that keep us from a full-on Walking Dead-style rampage by the residents.


‘I’m not. I just – he could take a quick look at the items, couldn’t he, and see if he remembers? If Raheem wouldn’t mind coming back again.’


‘I don’t mind,’ he said eagerly, and Julie turned away to her desserts, blushing. I smiled to myself. ‘How come you’re not helping him, then?’ Raheem takes a keen interest in my work, seeing as they get quite a few dementia cases down at the police station, wandering round the shops in their nighties or ripping off all their clothes in the middle of McDonald’s.


‘No reason. I just – I’m busy.’ I left the room then to avoid further questions.


It’s difficult for me to maintain casual acquaintanceships, because I remember everything that people tell me, and like I said, comparative strangers find it odd if you can recall that they don’t like the blue Wagon Wheels but do like the red ones, when you only met them once ten years ago. But my standoffishness doesn’t stop people at SILC from sticking their noses in. On my way to the rec room I passed Charity (forty-three, born in Trinidad, partial to Rolos), our visiting nurse, who has her own small office beside Magda’s. ‘Afternoon, Eve. I’m praying you find it in your heart to help the new resident!’ She was laying out a tray of pills in little plastic cups.


‘Oh, er, thank you, but there’s no need.’


‘Why’s she not helping?’ That was Anthony, the part-time porter (twenty-seven, oldest of four kids, doesn’t like peas), coming to fetch the tray of pills. He’s at the local university doing a PhD in Gothic Literature, and I guess he feels he has to look the part, because he always has on white make-up and eye-liner, and has seventeen different piercings (that are visible to the eye at least). I test him sometimes on quotes from Dracula and the like, as his viva is coming up this summer.


I was irritated. It was no one’s business why I didn’t want to help Adam. ‘I just don’t think I can, is all. He’s an extreme case – no memory at all.’


Anthony wrinkled his chalk-white forehead. ‘You helped Mr Maginty remember the name of his dog when he was little. That dog’s been dead for like eighty years!’


‘That’s different. I have to go; I’m late for my rounds.’


I went into the rec room to check the residents. Mrs Munroe, one of the more able residents, was grumpily knitting a baby jumper. ‘My granddaughter’s having her fourth. What’s the matter with the girl? I keep telling her, it’s not the fifties, get on that pill!’


‘Pills? Is it pill time?’ Miss Cole perked up. We wanted to keep an eye on that; last year she’d had back surgery and grown a little too fond of the painkillers. We had to do an intervention for her, like on TV.


‘Almost, Miss Cole. Wait your turn.’


She pouted, sinking back in her chair, and I moved on to check on Mrs O’Reilly. She was crying again. ‘Oh dear, what is it?’


‘I … ’ She stretched out her trembling hands towards the TV, where Bob and Jill from Solihull were trying to auction off an antique fire-iron for £200. ‘I just … ’ She began to sob. It’s very hard sometimes, to watch the residents when they get to this stage. They can’t even form speech any more, or work out what it is they need, so they just cry, like babies, desperate and wordless.


I stroked her forehead, the skull shining through the wispy grey hair. ‘It’s OK. Shhh. You’re safe here.’ I made a mental note to call her children and ask them to visit at the weekend. When the residents go like this, the end is often quick.


Next up was Mr Morrison – Call me Terry – and I skirted him warily. He tapped the crossword puzzle he was doing. ‘Here’s a question for you, lass. Capital of Mongolia?’


‘I don’t know, Mr Morrison,’ I lied, removing his lunch dishes.


He chuckled. ‘Call me Terry. Course you do, young Eve, you know everything. I think it’s Beijing. Isn’t it?’


I gritted my teeth. ‘I wouldn’t know.’ He’s certainly worked out how to push my buttons. From the day he came to Sunnyside for a temporary stay, still spry although slowed down by a broken hip, he’d noticed my memory but, far from being scared of it, had latched on to me as the answer to his pub quiz team’s ambitions to win the local league.


As I moved away I mouthed to myself, Ulan Bator. The capital of Mongolia is Ulan Bator, which means Red Hero. It’s the second most polluted city in the world. I imagined dusty streets, monks in orange robes. A place I will never go, just like most of them.


I was standing there, musing about the Mongolian steppes while scanning the room for anyone in distress, when I caught sight of our newest resident. He was now dressed in some of the clothes from our donations bin, which more accurately should be called the Death Bin, since that’s how we acquire the majority of the items. He had on baggy khaki slacks that had once belonged to Mr Smith (I had checked the pockets for any remnants of Satanism), and, strangely, a jumper with kittens chasing a ball of wool, that had been knitted by former resident Mrs Coleman for the granddaughter she thought she had, when in fact her only son had died in 1976, of meningitis. One of the kittens was cross-eyed, and stared out at me as if I’d personally upset it. All the same I confirmed to myself that the new resident was, in fact, the most handsome man I had ever seen.


I fought to find my tongue. ‘How are you, Adam? Settling in?’


‘Oh, yes, everyone’s very kind.’ He sighed, and I saw he was struggling more than he wanted to show. ‘I’m sorry. I’m trying to put on a brave face, but I just – I can’t remember anything. I don’t know who I am, my name, if I like custard creams or not … nothing.’


‘It must be so hard.’ Again, the itch to help him, to solve the mystery. ‘I bet we can work out the custard cream thing, though. There’s some on that plate there. Give them a sniff.’


Adam lifted the plate to his nose. ‘Oh! Right, it seems I don’t like custard creams.’


‘Great! So that’s one thing sorted.’


Adam took something out of the pocket of his khakis, a small notebook with the logo of an incontinence-product company on it (Magda gets them free), and wrote down a few words with a stubby pencil that said Whipsnade Zoo, which I knew Mrs Kadzinsky’s grandchildren had bought for her to do Sudokus with. Mrs Kadzinsky had died three years ago, so technically I wasn’t sure who the pencil belonged to now. Perhaps it too had come from the Death Bin, aka the box of found things. The opposite of Adam, who was a missing thing, although not to us.


‘What are you writing?’ Stop it, Eve. You weren’t going to get involved.


‘I’m trying to build a memory. From scratch – not very easy!’ He was so sweet and earnest, his face creased with worry, that I just felt awful for him.


‘It’s a good idea to write things down. It’s one of the techniques that help.’ As soon as I said it, I could have kicked myself.


Adam was staring at me, like a dog trying to figure out what its owner is saying. ‘Eve, I heard some of the residents say that you’re – you have a special way to remember things.’


Oh dear. ‘Hmm, that’s strange.’ I started to clear some dishes from the sideboard behind him.


‘I was hoping maybe you could help me. This is just so hard. I have no reference for anything. I don’t know if I even like cats, or if this jumper is something I would have hated.’ He glanced down at the knitted kittens on his chest, doubtful. ‘I keep thinking, do I have a life somewhere I need to get back to? A family missing me? A job I’m meant to be at, people who rely on me? What if they’re looking for me, wondering where I am? Eve, it’s – it’s frightening.’


He had little lines around his eyes that made them crinkle, but right now they looked sad, full of worry and the same terror I saw in the eyes of the older residents. I don’t know who I am. And in that moment I made up my mind. If there was any danger in taking on this case, it would only be to me, and I would have to learn to handle it. ‘All right, Adam. I’ll help you.’


He was now looking at me like a dog when its owner produces bacon. ‘Eve! Can you really do that?’


‘I think so.’ I think so is a thing people say to decorate their sentences, because it’s considered Poor Social Etiquette to blow your own trumpet, but Adam was very confused and needed firm answers. Besides, it was only the truth. ‘Of course I can,’ I amended. ‘If anyone can bring your memory back, it’s me.’


After they told me what had happened, I didn’t understand for a long time. I would look for my mother in strange places – under the kitchen sink, in the boot of the car. She had to be somewhere, didn’t she? The lady who was taking care of me – I think she was a friend of my mother’s; Auntie Jane who wasn’t really an auntie – told me she wasn’t there. She’s gone away, Eve. I didn’t get it. But where has she gone? Where? After a while, I found I couldn’t remember things about her any more. Her smell. The sound her hair made against my cheek. The exact colour of her eyes. All of her was just … gone. And I have never been able to find her again since.




EVE


The first step in my method was to ask questions. This wasn’t easy, because Adam had the attention span of a golden retriever puppy. ‘Do you remember anything, anything at all?’ I began. We were in a quiet corner of the rec room, or as quiet as it ever gets in here with the TV blaring out the search of Monica and Jeffrey from Aylesbury for a semi in Murcia (seventh-largest city in Spain, known as the orchard of Europe), as well as various residents talking to themselves, singing, muttering or even crying. Julie and Anthony were passing out biscuits, and soothing outbreaks of weeping or sudden rage with the television (I didn’t blame the residents, daytime TV could make you feel like you had something wrong with your brain even if you didn’t).


In answer to my question, Adam said, ‘You’re Eve Mahoney, aged thirty-four. Tuesday is custard and sponge day. Magda lost her glasses this morning, but they were on top of her head the whole time. I can look at my notebook if you want more?’ His brow furrowed.


‘That’s great, but I meant before. Do you remember anything before you came here? Even the tiniest flash can help me.’


He gazed at me so intently, little frowns puckering his forehead and making the injury there glow red. It was hard to look at him, because he really was so handsome. His green eyes had flecks of hazel and gold in them. His dark hair flopped over his forehead, little strands of silver in it, and even though he smelled of the cheap soap we use here, that cleans you by basically sand-blasting off layers of skin cells, his own smell underneath was something like toffee and grass. ‘I remember the police finding me. It was dark and windy, and there were cars zooming past. I was scared and I just knew – I had to run.’


‘What about just before that? I know it’s frightening.’ Sometimes, if you start from a memory and work back, you can fill in what came before. Context memory, it’s called.


He frowned harder. ‘The car. I remember – driving too fast, and I was afraid, and I didn’t quite know what was happening – I couldn’t quite remember my name.’


So we’d established he was in a car before running on the motorway. ‘That’s great. Anything else?’


‘When the car stopped, I got out at the lights and ran. I don’t know why. I was scared. Bleeding. I had no shoes on. I ran and ran until … I don’t know. The police found me, I think.’


‘Good. Really good. And before that?’


More frowning. ‘I’m sorry. It’s like … a sort of fog comes down. I don’t know.’


‘Why did you run? Was someone after you?’


‘I don’t know. I just had to. And then the police station. Then I was in hospital for a few days, doing all these tests. The food there was SO bad. Much worse than here. But I don’t know my real name. I’m so sorry.’ And he really did look sorry.


‘It’s not your fault.’ I held up a little plastic bag with his possessions in, which Raheem had brought round, taking the opportunity to steal five of Julie’s homemade caramel shortbreads. I suspected the police were relieved to give the items back. Officially, they were still investigating Adam’s case, but I didn’t know what they could do if no one reported him missing.


My eyes were drawn to the ring, the weight of it in my hand, the sparkle of it in the light. It must be a woman he’d bought it for. Maybe he was going to propose to her the day he’d gone missing. How could he forget something like that? But there was no recognition in his eyes as he scanned the objects. ‘Those were mine?’


‘They were in your pockets, yes.’


From my experience of memory hunting, the easiest place to start should have been the dry-cleaning ticket, or whatever it was. If it had the name of a business on it, we could go there and ask who it was left the jacket or trousers or whatever, and maybe after a small quibble about data protection they’d tell us the name of the customer and perhaps even their phone number. But it wasn’t going to be so easy. There was no name on the blue square of ticket, just a number and a scribbled date from two weeks ago. Perhaps it wasn’t even a dry-cleaner’s but a cobbler or a key-cutter or the kind of old-fashioned shop where they repair clocks and antique umbrella-stands. I gazed at it, frustrated. I imagined the police would have already tried following up on it, but again, you couldn’t take it for granted these days. If no obvious crime had been committed, they might not bother.


‘Does this mean anything to you?’ I held the ticket out using a pair of Julie’s eyebrow tweezers, even though of course the police would have already done what they could with fingerprinting.


He stared at it like someone trying to be helpful, with no sign of recognition. ‘I’m sorry, no.’ He massaged his temples, frowning. ‘I try but I just … I can’t.’


I sighed. The ticket wasn’t going to be of much use. I decided instead to start with the ring. Clearly Adam’s memory wasn’t at a point where it would come back, not yet, and so I let him go. Diagnosis Murder was starting soon in the TV room, and all hell would break loose if anyone talked over that.


A lot of residents pass through Sunnyside Independent Living Centre. Sometimes they live here for years, sometimes they arrive and immediately something goes out in them, like a light on a dimmer switch, and a few days later, we go in and find them cold in bed. This sounds sad, I know, but you really do get used to it. We all die. And you know, there are worse things than dying in a warm comfortable bed, with people around you, having just finished off a cup of milky tea and a bourbon biscuit.


So because some of them aren’t here for that long, I do get closer to some residents than others. Mrs Gillespie was one of those.


‘Oi, girl. GIRL!’


When I say close, I don’t mean we get on. I mean I have to spend a large proportion of my time hovering near her chair, because she never shuts up complaining for more than one second.


‘What is it, Mrs Gillespie?’ I forced on a big smile, as if my mind wasn’t 90 per cent occupied with Adam, who was outside walking around the small patch of slug-eaten roses we call the garden. He’d had a headache all afternoon, likely a side effect of his injury, and I knew that, no matter the risks, I had to try to help him. After all, if the police were right about how he’d come to be on the M25, at this very moment, a hitman or a drug dealer could be drawing up outside Sunnyside, intent on wiping him out for ever (Magda had made me watch a show called Breaking Bad and it had warped my thinking somewhat).


‘I don’t like these biscuits,’ said Mrs Gillespie, beckoning me over with an imperious gesture.


I looked at the ones she had on her plate. A jammy dodger, a custard cream (invented in 1908 and voted Britain’s favourite biscuit in 2007, which I for one find very surprising) and a pink wafer. ‘That seems like a good selection to me, Mrs G.’


‘Don’t call me that! And don’t be ridiculous. I want a chocolate one. Everyone else has a chocolate one.’


I went back to the biscuit tin, which lives on the sideboard next to the stereo, but the only ones left were the Nice ones and the digestives. I always feel sorry for them, left to last, like children no one wants to adopt. ‘I’m sorry, there aren’t any.’


She fixed me with a death stare. ‘My son is paying a LOT of money for me to be here, and I should think the VERY LEAST you can do would be to provide me with chocolate on my biscuits.’


I wanted to say that he wasn’t paying a lot – in fact, we were the cheapest home in the county – but I could imagine it was very frustrating to be old and not able to move around much, and be denied the small pleasure of chocolate on your biscuit. I promised her I’d make sure she got first pick of the next box, and she nodded grumpily. ‘See that you do.’


I sat down beside her on the little stool I use for talking to the residents. ‘So, Mrs Gillespie, how are you settling in?’ She’d been with us for around two months now, coming in after she’d found herself at the library in her nightdress, under the impression it was Sainsbury’s and loudly asking why there wasn’t any asparagus. Her son, who lived overseas, had not visited her in all that time.


‘Oh, this is a terrible place. The walls are paper-thin! Always someone muttering or shouting or singing all the words to “Don’t Rain on My Parade” (written by Bob Merrill and Julie Styne for the 1964 musical Funny Girl).’


‘That’s Ms Jerman, she used to sing in the West End.’


‘If I wished to hear a cabaret performance I would buy a TICKET!’


My smile glazed over. ‘Is there anything we can do to make you more comfortable? Apart from the biscuits and the walls, that is.’


She sighed. ‘I would be so much happier if you’d find Graham.’


In my head I leafed through Mrs Gillespie’s file, which I had memorised. Graham? Was that her husband’s name? No, it said in black and white that her husband’s name was Arthur. He’d died in 1984. ‘Who’s Graham? Was he a friend of yours?’


In reply she just looked past me, at something that wasn’t there. This is common in the residents, staring at something in the past. I’ve always wondered: if it’s not there, and I can’t see it but if they can, is that something like a ghost? Is that all ghosts are, memories not everyone can see? ‘Graham’s been gone for such a long time. I do miss him.’


Another spark of interest. Graham must have been some long-lost lover! This is also common. The way dementia works is that the memories sort of peel away like an onion, and you go further and further back into your past. Graham could be someone from eighty years ago.


Feeling sad for her, I patted her wrinkled hand and she withdrew it in deep umbrage. ‘If I wanted to be manhandled I’d go to a MASSAGE PARLOUR.’


‘Sorry, sorry. I’d love to help you find Graham, Mrs Gillespie.’
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