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      ‘It has been said … that there are few situations in life that cannot be honourably settled, and without loss of time, either
         by suicide, a bag of gold, or by thrusting a despised antagonist over the edge of a precipice upon a dark night.’
     

      From Kai Lung’s Golden Hours, by
     

      Ernest Bramah (Grant Richards, 1922)

    




      Part One

      … Over the Edge …






      
      
      One

      
      A young woman opened her eyes.

      
      The view was blank, a white-out, a snowfall that covered everything. She shivered, more from fright than cold. Strangely she
         didn’t feel cold.
     

      
      Troubled, she strained to see better, wondering if she could be mistaken about the snow. Was she looking out on an altogether
         different scene, like a mass of vapour, the effect you get from inside an aircraft climbing through dense cloud? She had no
         way of judging; there was just this blank, white mass. No point of reference and no perspective.
     

      
      She didn’t know what to think.

      
      The only movement was within her eyes, the floaters that drift fuzzily across the field of vision.

      
      While she was struggling over the problem she became aware of something even more disturbing. The blank in her view was matched
         by a blank inside her brain. Whatever had once been there had gone. She didn’t know who she was, or where this was happening,
         or why.
     

      
      Her loss of identity was total. She could recall nothing. To be deprived of a lifetime of experiences, left with no sense
         of self, is devastating. She didn’t even know which sex she belonged to.
     

      
      It called for self-discovery of the most basic sort. Tentatively she explored her body with her hand, traced the swell of
         her breast and then moved down.
     

      
      So, she told herself, at least I know I’m in that half of the human race.

      
      A voice, close up, startled her. ‘Hey up.’

      
      ‘What’s that?’ said another. Both voices were female.

      
      ‘Sleeping Beauty just opened her eyes. She’s coming round, I think.’

      
      
      ‘You reckon?’

      
      ‘Have a look. What do you think?’

      
      ‘She looks well out to me.’

      
      ‘Her eyes were definitely open. We’d better call someone.’

      
      ‘I wouldn’t bother yet.’

      
      ‘They’re closed now, I grant you.’

      
      ‘What did I tell you?’

      
      She had closed them because she was dazzled by the whiteness. Not, after all, the whiteness of snow. Nor of cloud. The snatch
         of conversation made that clear. Impressions were coming in fast. The sound quality of the voices suggested this was not happening
         in the open. She was warm, so she had to be indoors. She had been staring up at a ceiling. Lying on her back, on something
         soft, like a mattress. In a bed, then? With people watching her? She made an effort to open her eyes again, but her lids felt
         too heavy. She drifted back into limbo, her brain too muzzy to grapple any more with what had just been said.
     

      
      Some time later there was pressure against her right eye, lifting the lid.

      
      With it came a man’s voice, loud and close: ‘She’s well out. I’ll come back.’ He released the eye.

      
      She dozed. For how long, it was impossible to estimate, because in no time at all, it seemed, the man’s thumb forced her eye
         open again. And now the white expanse in front of her had turned black.
     

      
      ‘What’s your name?’

      
      She didn’t answer. Couldn’t use her voice.

      
      ‘Can you hear me? What’s your name?’

      
      She was conscious of an invasive smell close to her face, making the eyes water.

      
      She opened her other eye. They were holding a bottle to her nose and it smelt like ammonia. She tried to ask, ‘Where am I?’
         but the words wouldn’t come.
     

      
      He removed the thumb from her eye. The face peering into hers was black. Definitely black. It wasn’t only the contrast of
         the white background. He was so close she could feel his breath on her eyelashes, yet she couldn’t see him in any detail.
         ‘Try again,’ he urged her. ‘What’s your name?’
     

      
      
      When she didn’t answer she heard him remark, ‘If this was a man, we would have found something in his pockets, a wallet, or
         credit cards, keys. You women will insist on carrying everything in a bag and when the wretched bag goes missing there’s nothing
         to identify you except the clothes you’re wearing.’
     

      
      Sexist, she thought. I’ll handbag you if I get the chance.

      
      ‘How are you doing, young lady? Ready to talk yet?’

      
      She moved her lips uselessly. But even if she had found her voice, there was nothing she could tell the man. She wanted to
         ask questions, not answer them. Who was she? She had no clue. She could barely move. Couldn’t even turn on her side. Pain,
         sharp, sudden pain, stopped her from changing position.
     

      
      ‘Relax,’ said the man. ‘It’s easier if you relax.’

      
      Easy for you to say so, she thought.

      
      He lifted the sheet and held her hand. Bloody liberty, she thought, but she was powerless. ‘You were brought in last night,’
         he told her. ‘You’re being looked after, but your people must be wondering where you are. What’s your name?’
     

      
      She succeeded in mouthing the words, ‘Don’t know.’

      
      ‘Don’t know your own name?’

      
      ‘Can’t think.’

      
      ‘Amnesia,’ he told the women attendants. ‘It shouldn’t last long.’ He turned back to her. ‘Don’t fret. No need to worry. We’ll
         find out who you are soon enough. Are you in much pain? We can give you something if it’s really bad, but your head will clear
         quicker if we don’t.’
     

      
      She moved her head to indicate that the pain was bearable.

      
      He replaced her hand under the bedding and moved away.

      
      She closed her eyes. Staying conscious so long had exhausted her.

      
      Some time later, they tried again. They cranked up the top end of the bed and she was able to see more. She was lucid now,
         up to a point. Her memory was still a void.
     

      
      She was in a small, clinically clean private ward, with partly closed venetian blinds, two easy chairs, a TV attached to the wall, a bedside table with some kind of control panel. A glass jug of water. Facing her on the wall was a framed print
         of figures moving through a field of poppies, one of them holding a sunshade.
     

      
      I can remember that this painting is by Monet, she thought. Claude Monet. I can remember a nineteenth-century artist’s name,
         so why can’t I remember my own?
     

      
      The black man had a stethoscope hanging from his neck. He wore a short white jacket over a blue shirt and a loosely knotted
         striped tie. He was very much the junior doctor wanting to give reassurance, in his twenties, with a thin moustache. His voice
         had a Caribbean lilt.
     

      
      ‘Feeling any better yet?’

      
      She said, ‘Yes.’ It came out as a whisper.

      
      He seemed not to have heard. ‘I asked if you are feeling any better.’

      
      ‘I think so.’ She heard her own words. Think so. She wanted to sound more positive. Of course if her voice was functioning she had to be feeling better than before.
     

      
      ‘I’m Dr Whitfield,’ he told her, and waited.

      
      She said nothing.

      
      ‘Well?’ he added.

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘We’d like to know your name.’

      
      ‘Oh.’

      
      ‘You’re a mystery. No identity. We need to know your name and address.’

      
      ‘I don’t know.’

      
      ‘Can’t remember?’

      
      ‘Can’t remember.’

      
      ‘Anything about yourself?’

      
      ‘Nothing.’

      
      ‘How you got here?’

      
      ‘No. How did I get here?’
     

      
      ‘You have no recall at all?’

      
      ‘Doctor, would you please tell me what’s the matter with me?’

      
      It seems that you’ve been in an accident. Among other things, you’re experiencing amnesia. It’s temporary, I can promise you.’

      
      ‘What sort of accident?’

      
      
      ‘Not so serious as it might have been. A couple of cracked ribs. Abrasions to the legs and hips, some superficial cuts.’

      
      ‘How did this happen?’

      
      ‘You tell us.’

      
      ‘I can’t.’

      
      He smiled. ‘We’re no wiser than you are. It could have been a traffic accident, but I wouldn’t swear to it. You may have fallen
         off a horse. Do you ride?’
     

      
      ‘No … I mean, I don’t know.’

      
      ‘It’s all a blank, is it?’

      
      ‘Someone must be able to help. Who brought me here?’

      
      ‘I wish we knew. You were found yesterday evening lying unconscious in the car park. By one of the visitors. We brought you
         inside and put you to bed. It was the obvious thing. This is a private hospital.’
     

      
      ‘Someone knocked me down in a hospital car park?’

      
      He said quite sharply, ‘That doesn’t follow at all.’

      
      She asked, ‘Who was this person who is supposed to have found me?’

      
      ‘There’s no “supposed” about it. A visitor. The wife of one of our long-term patients. We know her well. She wouldn’t have
         knocked you down. She was very concerned, and she was telling the truth, I’m certain.’
     

      
      ‘So someone else knocked me down. Some other visitor.’

      
      ‘Hold on. Don’t go jumping to conclusions.’

      
      ‘What else could have happened?’

      
      ‘Like I said, a fall from a horse. Or a ladder.’

      
      ‘In a hospital car park?’ she said in disbelief, her voice growing stronger as the strange facts of the story unfolded.

      
      We think someone may have left you there in the expectation that you would be found and given medical attention.’

      
      ‘Brought me here, like some unwanted baby – what’s the word? – a foundling?’

      
      ‘That’s the general idea.’

      
      ‘And gone off without speaking to anyone? What kind of skunk does a thing like that?’

      
      He shrugged. ‘It’s better than a hit-and-run. They just leave you in the road.’

      
      
      ‘You said this is a private hospital. Where?’

      
      ‘You’re in the Hinton Clinic, between Bath and Bristol, quite close to the M4. Do you know it? We’ve had car accident victims
         brought in before. Does any of this trigger a memory?’
     

      
      She shook her head. It hurt.

      
      ‘You’ll get it all back soon enough,’ he promised her. ‘Parts of your brain are functioning efficiently, or you wouldn’t follow
         what I’m saying. You can remember words, you see, and quite difficult words, like “foundling”. Did you go to school round
         here?’
     

      
      ‘I’ve no idea.’

      
      ‘Your accent isn’t West Country. I’d place you closer to London from the way you speak. But of course plenty of Londoners
         have migrated here. I’m not local either.’ He smiled. ‘In case you hadn’t noticed.’
     

      
      She asked, ‘What will happen to me?’

      
      ‘Don’t worry. We informed the police. They took a look at you last night. Made some kind of report. Put you on their computer,
         I expect. You can be sure that someone is asking where you are by now. They’ll get a report on a missing woman and we’ll find
         out soon enough. Exciting, isn’t it? Not knowing who you are, I mean. You could be anyone. A celebrity. Concert pianist. Rock
         star. Television weather girl.’
     

      
      The excitement eluded her. She was too downcast to see any charm in this experience.

      
      Later they encouraged her to get out of bed and walk outside with one of the nurses in support. Her ribs felt sore, but she
         found no difficulty staying upright. She was functioning normally except for her memory.
     

      
      She made an effort to be positive, actually summoning a smile for another patient who was wheeled by on an invalid chair,
         some poor man with the sallow skin of an incurable. No doubt the doctor was right. Memory loss was only a temporary thing,
         unlike the loss of a limb. No one in her condition had any right to feel self-pity in a place where people were dying.
     

      
      Before returning to her room, she asked to visit a bathroom. A simple request for a simple need. The nurse escorting her opened a door. What followed was an experience common enough: the unplanned sighting in a mirror of a face that
         turned out to be her own, the frisson of seeing herself as others saw her. But what made this so unsettling was the absence
         of any recognition. Usually there is a momentary delay while the mind catches up. This must be a mirror and it must be me.
         In her case the delay lasted until she walked over to the mirror and stared into it and put out her hand to touch the reflection
         of her fingertip. The image was still of a stranger, a dark-haired, wide-eyed, horror-stricken woman in a white gown. She
         turned away in tears.
     

      
      In her room, Dr Whitfield spoke to her again. He explained that her condition was unusual. Patients with concussion generally
         had no memory of the events leading up to the injury, but they could recall who they were, where they lived, and so on. He
         said they would keep her under observation for another night.
     

      
      The loss of identity was still with her next morning. One of the nurses brought her a set of clothes in a plastic container.
         She picked up a blue shirt and looked at the dirtmarks on the back and sleeves. It was obvious that whoever had worn this
         had been in some kind of skirmish, but she felt no recognition. Jeans, torn at the knee. Leather belt. Reeboks, newish, but
         badly scuffed. White socks. Black cotton knickers and bra. Clothes that could have belonged to a million women her age.
     

      
      ‘Do you want me to wear these?’

      
      ‘We can’t send you out in a dressing gown,’ said one of the nurses.

      
      ‘Send me out?’ she said in alarm. ‘Where am I going?’
     

      
      ‘The doctors say you don’t need to be kept in bed any longer. We’ve kept you under observation in case of complications, but
         you’ve been declared fit to move now.’
     

      
      ‘Move where?’

      
      ‘This is a private hospital. We took you in as an emergency and now we need the bed for another patient.’

      
      They wanted the bed for somebody who would pay for it. She’d been so preoccupied with her problem that she’d forgotten she
         was literally penniless.
     

      
      
      ‘We’re going to have to pass you on to Avon Social Services. They’ll take care of you until your memory comes back. Probably
         find you some spare clothes, or give you money to get some.’
     

      
      On charity. She hated this. She’d hoped another night would restore her memory. ‘Can’t I stay here?’

      
      She was collected later the same morning by a social worker called Imogen who drove a little green Citroen Special with a
         striped roof. Imogen was pale and tall with frizzy blonde hair and six bead necklaces. Her accent was as county as a shire
         hall. ‘I say, you were jolly fortunate landing up there,’ she said, as they drove out of the hospital gates. ‘The Hinton is
         the clinic to get yourself into, if you’re in need of treatment, that is. I don’t like to think what it would have cost if you
         hadn’t been an emergency. What’s your name, by the way?’
     

      
      ‘I don’t know.’

      
      ‘Still muzzy?’

      
      ‘Very.’

      
      ‘I’ll have to call you something. Let’s invent a name. What do you fancy? Do you object to Rose?’

      
      The choice of name was instructive. Obviously from the quick impression Imogen had got, she had decided that this nameless
         woman wasn’t a Candida or a Jocelyn. Something more humble was wanted.
     

      
      ‘Call me anything you like. Where are you taking me?’

      
      ‘To the office, first. You’ll need money and clothes. Then to a hostel, till you get yourself straight in the head. They told
         me you cracked a couple of ribs. Is that painful? Should I be taking the corners extra carefully?’
     

      
      ‘It’s all right.’

      
      The doctor hadn’t strapped up the damaged rib-cage. Apparently if your breathing isn’t uncomfortable, the condition cures
         itself. The adjacent ribs act as splints. Her sides were sore, but she had worse to worry over.
     

      
      ‘I’m an absurdly cautious driver, actually,’ Imogen claimed. ‘Do you live in Bath, Rose?’

      
      Rose. She would have to get used to it now. She didn’t feel like a flower.

      
      ‘I couldn’t say.’

      
      
      She thought it unlikely that she lived in Bath, considering it made no connection in her mind. Probably she was just a visitor.
         But then she could think of no other place she knew.
     

      
      They drove past a signpost to Cold Ashton, and she told herself it was the sort of name you couldn’t possibly forget.

      
      ‘Ring any bells?’ asked Imogen. ‘I saw you looking at the sign.’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘The way we’re going, down the A46, you’ll get a super view of the city as we come down the hill. With any luck, some little
         valve will click in your head and you’ll get your memory back.’
     

      
      The panorama of Bath from above Swainswick, the stone terraces picked out sharply by the mid-morning sun, failed to make any
         impression. No little valve clicked in her head.
     

      
      Imogen continued to offer encouragement. ‘There’s always a chance some old chum will recognise you. If this goes on for much
         longer, we can put your picture in the local paper and see if anyone comes forward.’
     

      
      She said quickly, ‘I don’t think I’d like that.’

      
      ‘Shy, are we?’

      
      ‘Anyone could say they knew me. How would I know if they were speaking the truth?’

      
      ‘What are you worried about? Some chap trying his luck? You’d know your own boyfriend, wouldn’t you?’

      
      ‘I’ve no idea.’

      
      ‘Stone the crows!’ said Imogen. ‘You do have problems.’ They drove down the rest of the road and into the city in silence.

      
      At the office in Manvers Street, Rose – she really was making an effort to respond to the name – was handed twenty-five pounds
         and asked to sign a receipt. She was also given a second-hand shirt and jeans. She changed right away. Imogen put the old
         clothes into a plastic bin-liner and dumped them in a cupboard.
     

      
      She thought about asking to keep her tatty old things regardless of the state they were in. Seeing them dumped in the sack
         was like being deprived of even more of herself.
     

      
      
      In the end she told herself they were too damaged to wear and what were clothes for if you didn’t use them? She didn’t make
         an issue of it.
     

      
      Then Imogen drove her to a women’s hostel in Bathwick Street called Harmer House, a seedy place painted inside in institutional
         green and white. She was to share a room with another woman who was out.
     

      
      ‘How long do I stay here?’

      
      ‘Until you get your memory back – or someone claims you.’

      
      Like lost property.

      
      Imogen consoled her. ‘It shouldn’t be long, they said. Chin up, Rose. It could happen to anyone. At least you’ve got some
         sleeping quarters tonight. Somewhere to count sheep. You’re luckier than some.’
     

  



      
      
      Two

      
      The bed across the room was unmade and strewn with orange peel and chocolate-wrappings. Not promising, the new inmate thought,
         but it did underline one thing: you were expected to feed yourself in this place. Imogen the social worker had shown her the
         poky communal kitchen in the basement. If she could remember what she liked to eat and how to cook it, that would be some
         progress. Surely if anything could jump-start a girl’s memory, it was shopping.
     

      
      So she went out in search of a shop. It would be pot-luck, because Bath was unknown to her. Or was it? She may have lived
         here some time. She had to get into her head the possibility that her amnesia was blocking out her ability to recognise any
         of it.
     

      
      A strange place can be intimidating. Mercifully this was not. Viewing it through a stranger’s eyes, Rose liked what she saw,
         disarmed by the appeal of a city that had altered little in two hundred years, not merely the occasional building, but street
         after street of handsome Georgian terraces in the mellow local stone. She strolled through cobbled passages and down flights
         of steps into quiet residential areas just as elegant as the main streets; formal, yet weathered and welcoming. At intervals
         she looked through gaps between the buildings and saw the backdrop of hills lushly covered in trees.
     

      
      An unfamiliar city. Unfamiliar people, too. She didn’t let that trouble her. She preferred the people unfamiliar. What if
         she did live here and suddenly met someone who knew her? That was what she ought to be hoping for – some chance meeting that would
         tell her who she was. But if she had a choice, she wanted to find out in a less confrontational way. She dreaded coming face to face with some stranger who knew more about her than she did herself, someone who expected
         to be recognised, who wouldn’t understand why she acted dumb. Her situation was making her behave like a fugitive. Stupid.
     

      
      So she was wary of asking the way to the nearest food shop. By chance she came across Marks and Spencer when she was moving
         through side streets, trying to avoid the crowds. She discovered a side entrance to the store. A homeless man was sleeping
         outside under a filthy blanket, watched by his sad-eyed dog. Her pity was mixed with some apprehension about her own prospects.
     

      
      Hesitating just inside the door of the shop, feeling exposed in the artificial light, she found she was in the food section,
         where she wanted to be. To run out now would be ridiculous. She picked up a basket and collected a pack of sandwiches, some
         freshly squeezed orange juice, a mushroom quiche, salad things and teabags and paid for them at the checkout. The woman gave
         her a tired smile that reassured, for it was the first look she’d had in days that wasn’t trying to assess her physical and
         mental state. Carrying her bag of food, she followed the signs upstairs to the women’s wear floor to look for underwear and
         tights. She blew fifteen pounds in one quick spree. Well, no one had told her to make the money last. Outside in the street
         she dropped some coins into the homeless man’s cap.
     

      
      She saw someone selling the local daily, the Bath Chronicle. She bought one and looked for a place to read it, eventually choosing a spare bench on the shady side of the paved square
         beside the Abbey. She took out a sandwich and opened the paper.
     

      
      This wasn’t only about orientating herself in a strange place. If – as her injuries suggested – she had been in some sort
         of accident, it might have been reported in the local press.
     

      
      She leafed through the pages. The story hadn’t made today’s edition, anyway.

      
      Trying not to be disappointed, she put aside the paper and started another sandwich. People steadily crossed the yard carrying
         things that gave them a reason for being there – shopping, briefcases, musical instruments, library books, city maps or rucksacks, going about their lives in a way that made her envious. Seated here, watching them come and go, secure
         in their lives, Rose knew she was about to be overwhelmed by a tidal wave of self-pity. She had nowhere to go except that
         hostel.
     

      
      Shape up, she told herself. It was stupid to let negative thoughts take over. Hadn’t everyone said her memory would soon be
         restored? They’d come across amnesia before. It wasn’t all that uncommon.
     

      
      Even so, she couldn’t suppress these panicky feelings of what might be revealed about her hidden life. Who could say what
         responsibilities she had, what personal problems, difficult relationships, unwanted secrets? In some ways it might be better
         to remain ignorant. No, she reminded herself firmly, nothing is worse than ignorance. It cut her off from the life she had
         made her own, from family, friends, job, possessions.
     

      
      Lady, be positive, she lectured herself. Work at this. Get your brain into gear. You are not without clues.

      
      All right. What do I know? I’ve looked in the mirror. Age, probably twenty-seven, twenty-eight. Is that honest? Say around
         thirty, then. Clothes, casual, but not cheap. The shoes are quality trainers and reasonably new. The belt is real leather.
         The discarded jeans were by Levi-Strauss. My hair – dark brown and natural, fashionably short, trimmed close at the sides
         and back – has obviously been cut by someone who knows what to do with a pair of scissors. As for my face, well, they said
         at the hospital that I wasn’t wearing make-up when I was brought in, but it doesn’t look neglected to me. You don’t get eyebrows
         as finely shaped as these without some work with the tweezers. My skin looks and feels well treated, smooth to the touch,
         as if used to a moisturiser. The hands? Well, several of my fingernails were damaged in the accident – though I did my best
         to repair them with scissors and nail-file borrowed from one of the nurses – but the others are in good shape. They haven’t
         been chewed down, or neglected. I’m interested to find that I don’t paint my fingernails or toenails, and that in itself must
         say something about me.
     

      
      No jewellery, apparently – unless someone took it off me. There isn’t the faintest mark of a wedding ring. Is there?

      
      
      Rose felt the finger again. This was the horror of amnesia, not being certain of something as fundamental as knowing if she
         was married.
     

      
      The injuries told some kind of story, too. Her legs were bruised and cut in a couple of places, apparently from contact with
         the vehicle that had hit her. The broken ribs and the concussion and the state of her clothes seemed to confirm that she’d
         been knocked down, but it must have been a glancing contact, or the injuries would have been more serious. The likeliest conclusion
         was that she’d been crossing a road and the driver had spotted her just too late to swerve. It was improbable that she’d been
         riding in another vehicle, or there would surely have been whiplash injuries or some damage to her face.
     

      
      She walked the canal towpath for an hour before returning to the hostel, where she found a policewoman waiting. A no-frills
         policewoman with eyes about as warm as the silver buttons on her uniform.
     

      
      ‘I won’t keep you long. Just following up on the report we had. You are the woman who was brought into the Hinton Clinic?’
     

      
      ‘So I’m told.’

      
      ‘Then you haven’t got your memory back?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘So you still don’t know your name?’

      
      ‘The social worker called me Rose. That will have to do for the time being.’

      
      The policewoman didn’t sound as if she would be calling her Rose or anything else. Not that sympathy was required, but there
         was a sceptical note in the questions. Jobs like this were probably given to the women; they weren’t at the cutting edge dealing
         with crime. ‘You remember that much, then?’
     

      
      ‘I can remember everything from the time I woke up in the hospital bed.’

      
      ‘The funny thing is, we haven’t had any reports of an accident yesterday.’

      
      ‘I didn’t say I had one. Other people said I did.’

      
      ‘Has anyone taken photos yet?’

      
      ‘Of me?’

      
      ‘Of your injuries.’

      
      
      ‘Only X-rays.’

      
      ‘You should get photographed in case there’s legal action. If you were hit by some driver and there’s litigation, it will
         take ages to come to court, and you’ll have nothing to show them.’
     

      
      Good advice. Maybe this policewoman wasn’t such a downer as she first appeared. ‘Is that up to me to arrange?’

      
      ‘We can get a police photographer out to you. We’ll need a head and shoulders for our records anyway.’

      
      ‘Could it be a woman photographer?’

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘My legs look hideous.’

      
      The policewoman softened just a touch. ‘I could ask.’

      
      ‘You see, I’m not used to being photographed.’

      
      ‘How do you know that?’

      
      It was a fair point.

      
      ‘If this goes on for any time at all,’ said the policewoman, ‘you won’t be able to stay out of the spotlight. We’ll need to
         circulate your picture. It’s the only way forward in cases of this kind.’
     

      
      ‘Can’t you leave it for a few days? They told me people always get their memory back.’

      
      ‘That’s not up to me. My superiors take the decisions. If an offence has been committed, a serious motoring offence, we’ll
         need to find the driver responsible.’
     

      
      ‘Suppose I don’t want to press charges?’

      
      ‘It’s not up to you. If some berk knocked you down and didn’t report it, we’re not going to let him get away with it. We have
         a duty to other road users.’
     

      
      Rose agreed to meet the police photographer the same evening. She also promised to call at the central police station as soon
         as her memory was restored.
     

      
      She was left alone.

      
      ‘Rose.’ She spoke the name aloud, trying it on in the bedroom like a dress, and deciding it was wrong for her. She didn’t
         wish to personify romance, or beauty. She went through a string of more austere possibilities, like Freda, Shirley and Thelma.
         Curiously, she could recall women’s names with ease, yet couldn’t say which was her own.
     

      
      ‘I’m Ada.’

      
      Startled, Rose turned towards the doorway and saw that it was two-thirds filled. The one-third was the space above head height.

      
      ‘Ada Shaftsbury. Have they put you in with me?’ said Ada Shaftsbury from the doorway. ‘I had this to myself all last week.’
         With a shimmy of the upper body she got properly into the room, strutted across and sat on the bed among the orange peel.
         ‘What’s your name?’
     

      
      ‘They call me Rose. It’s not my real name. I was in an accident. I lost my memory.’

      
      ‘You don’t look like a Rose to me. Care for a snack? I do like a Danish for my tea.’ She dipped her hand into a carrier bag
         she’d brought in.
     

      
      ‘That’s kind, but no thanks.’

      
      ‘I mean it. I picked up five. I can spare one or two.’

      
      ‘Really, no.’

      
      Ada Shaftsbury was not convinced. ‘You’d be helping me. I’m on this diet. No snacks. Five Danish pastries isn’t a snack. It’s
         a meal, so I have to eat them at a sitting. Teatime. Three would only be a snack. If I was left with three, I’d have to blow
         the whistle, and that might be good for me. I’m very strict with myself.’
     

      
      ‘Honestly, I couldn’t manage one.’

      
      ‘You don’t mind if I have my tea while we talk?’ said Ada, through a mouthful of Danish pastry.

      
      ‘Please go ahead.’

      
      I’ve tried diets before and none of them work. This one suits me so far. Since my mother died, I’ve gone all to pieces. I’ve
         been done three times.’
     

      
      ‘Done?’ Rose was uncertain what she meant.

      
      ‘Sent down. For the five-finger discount.’

      
      Rose murmured some sort of response.

      
      ‘You’re not with me, petal, are you?’ said Ada. ‘I’m on about shoplifting. Food, mostly. They shouldn’t put it on display
         like they do. It’s a temptation. Can you cook?’
     

      
      ‘I don’t know. I’ll find out, I suppose.’

      
      ‘It’s a poky little kitchen. If I get in there, which has to be sideways, I don’t have room to open the cupboards.’

      
      ‘That must be a problem.’

      
      Ada took this as the green light. ‘I can get the stuff if you’d be willing to cook for both of us. And you don’t have to worry
         about breakfast.’ Ada gave a wide, disarming smile. ‘You’re thinking I don’t eat a cooked breakfast, aren’t you?’
     

      
      ‘I wasn’t thinking anything.’

      
      ‘There’s a foreign girl called Hildegarde in the room under ours and she likes to cook. I’m teaching her English. She knows
         some really useful words now: eggs, bacon, tomatoes, fried bread. If you want a good breakfast, just say the word to Hildegarde.’
     

      
      ‘I don’t know if I’ll be staying long.’

      
      ‘You don’t know, full stop,’ said Ada. ‘Could be only a couple of hours. Could be months.’

      
      ‘I hope not.’

      
      ‘Do you like bacon? I’ve got a whole side of bacon in the freezer.’

      
      ‘Where did that come from?’

      
      Ada wobbled with amusement. ‘The back of a lorry in Green Street. The driver was delivering to a butcher’s. He was round the
         front arguing with a traffic warden, so I did some unloading for him, slung it over my shoulder and walked through the streets.
         I got looks, but I get looks anyway. They shouldn’t leave the stuff on view if they don’t want it to walk. I’ve got eggs,
         tomatoes, peppers, mushrooms, spuds. We can have a slap-up supper tonight. Hildegarde will cook. We can invite her up to eat
         with us.’
     

      
      ‘Actually, I bought my own,’ Rose said.

      
      ‘Good,’ said Ada Shaftsbury, failing or refusing to understand. ‘We’ll pool it. What did you get?’

      
      ‘Salad things mostly.’

      
      ‘In all honesty I can’t say I care much for salad, but we can use it as a garnish for the fry-up,’ Ada said indistinctly through
         her second Danish.
     

      
      Rose’s long-term memory may have ceased to function, but the short-term one delivered. ‘It’s a nice idea, but I’d rather not
         eat until the police have been.’
     

      
      ‘The police?’ said Ada, going pale.
     

      
      ‘They’re going to take some photos.’

      
      ‘In here, you mean?’

      
      ‘Well, I’ve got some scars on my legs. If you don’t mind, it would be easiest in here.’

      
      ‘I’ll go down the chippie for supper,’ Ada decided.

      
      
      ‘I don’t want to drive you out. It’s your room as much as mine.’

      
      ‘You carry on, petal. If there’s a cop with a camera, I’m not at home. We’ll have our fry-up another day.’

      
      She gulped the rest of her tea and was gone in two minutes.

      
      The photography didn’t start for a couple of hours, and Ada had still not returned.

      
      Having the pictures taken was more of a major production than Rose expected, but she was relieved that the photographer was a woman. Jenny, in dungarees and black boots with red laces, took her work seriously enough to have come equipped with extra
         lighting and a tripod. Fortunately she had a chirpy style that made the business less of an ordeal. ‘I can’t tell you what
         a nice change it is to be snapping someone who can breathe. Most jobs I’m looking at corpses through this thing. Shall we
         try the full length first? In pants and bra studying the wallpaper, if you don’t mind slipping out of your things. It won’t
         take long.’
     

      
      Jenny thoughtfully put a chair against the door.

      
      ‘Okay, the back view first. Arms at your side. Fine … Now the front shot. Relax your arms, dear … My, you’re getting some
         prize-winning bruises there. Sure you’re not a rugby player? … Now I think we’d better do a couple without the undies, don’t
         you? I mean the blue bits don’t stop at your pantie-line.’
     

      
      Rose swallowed hard, stripped to her skin and was photographed unclothed in a couple of standing poses.

      
      ‘You can dress again now,’ Jenny said. ‘I’l1 tell you one thing. Whoever you are, you’re not used to flaunting it in front
         of a camera.’
     

  



      
      
      Three

      
      Rarely in his police career had Detective Superintendent Peter Diamond spent so many evenings at home. He was starting to
         follow the plot-lines in the television soaps, a sure sign of under-employment. Even the cat, Raffles, had fitted Diamond
         seamlessly into its evening routine, springing onto his lap at nine-fifteen (after a last foray in the garden) and remaining
         there until forced to move – which did not usually take long.
     

      
      One evening when it was obvious that Raffles’ tolerance was stretched to breaking point, Stephanie Diamond remarked, ‘If you
         relaxed, so would he.’
     

      
      ‘But I’m not here for his benefit.’

      
      ‘For yours, my love. Why don’t you stroke him? He’ll purr beautifully if you encourage him. It’s been proved to reduce blood
         pressure.’
     

      
      He gave her a sharp look. ‘Mine?’

      
      ‘Well, I don’t mean the cat’s.’

      
      ‘Who says my blood pressure is too high?’

      
      She knew better than to answer that. Her overweight husband hadn’t had a check-up in years. ‘I’m just saying you should unwind
         more. You sit there each evening as if you expect the phone to ring any moment.’
     

      
      He said offhandedly, ‘Who’s going to ring me?’

      
      She returned to the crossword she was doing. ‘Well, if you don’t know …’

      
      He placed his hand on the cat’s back, but it refused to purr. ‘I take it as a positive sign. If there’s a quiet phase at work,
         as there is now, we must be winning the battle. Crime prevention.’
     

      
      Stephanie said without looking up, ‘I expect they’re all too busy watering the geraniums.’

      
      
      His eyes widened.

      
      ‘This is Bath,’ she went on, ‘the Floral City. Nobody can spare the time to commit murders.’

      
      He smiled. Steph’s quirky humour had its own way of keeping a sense of proportion in their lives.

      
      ‘Speaking of murder,’ he said, ‘he’s killed that camellia we put in last spring.’

      
      ‘Who has?’

      
      ‘Raffles.’

      
      The cat’s ears twitched.

      
      ‘He goes to it every time,’ Diamond insensitively said. ‘Treats it as his personal privy.’

      
      Stephanie was quick to defend the cat. ‘It isn’t his fault. We made a mistake buying a camellia. They don’t like a lime soil.
         They grow best in acid ground.’
     

      
      ‘It is now.’

      
      He liked to have the last word. And she knew it was no use telling him to relax. He’d never been one for putting his feet
         up and watching television. Or doing the crossword. ‘How about a walk, then?’ she suggested.
     

      
      ‘But it’s dark.’

      
      ‘So what? Afraid we’ll get mugged or something?’

      
      He laughed. ‘In the Floral City?’

      
      ‘But this isn’t exactly the centre of Bath.’ She took the opposite line, straight-faced. ‘This is Weston. Who knows what dangers
         lurk out there? It’s gone awfully quiet. The bell-ringers must have finished. They could be on the streets.’
     

      
      ‘You’re on,’ he said, shoving Raffles off his lap. ‘Live dangerously.’

      
      They met no one. They stopped to watch some bats swooping in and out of the light of a lamp-post and Diamond commented that
         it could easily be Transylvania.
     

      
      At least conversation came more readily at walking pace than from armchairs. He admitted that he was uneasy about his job.

      
      ‘In what way?’ Stephanie asked.

      
      ‘Like you were saying, we’re not exactly the crime capital of Europe. I’m supposed to be the murder man here. I make a big
         deal out of leading the Bath murder squad, and our record is damned good, but we’re being squeezed all the time.’
     

      
      
      ‘Under threat?’

      
      ‘Nobody has said anything …’

      
      ‘But you can feel the vibes.’ Stephanie squeezed his arm. ‘Oh, come on, Pete. If nobody has said anything, forget it.’

      
      ‘But you wanted to know what was on my mind.’

      
      ‘There’s more?’

      
      ‘The crime figures don’t look so good. No, that’s wrong. They’re too good, really. Our clear-up rate is brilliant compared
         to Bristol, but it isn’t based on many cases. They’ve got a lot of drug-related crime, a bunch of unsolved killings. See it
         on a computer and it’s obvious. They need support. That’s the way they see it at Headquarters.’
     

      
      ‘You’ve helped Bristol out before. There was that bank manager at Keynsham.’

      
      ‘I don’t mind helping out. I don’t want to move over there, lock, stock and barrel.’

      
      ‘Nor do I, just when we’ve got the house straight. What about your boss – the Assistant Chief Constable? Will he fight your
         corner for you?’
     

      
      ‘He’s new.’

      
      ‘Same old story.’ Stephanie sighed. ‘We need some action, then, and fast. A shoot-out over the teacups in the Pump-Room.’

      
      ‘Fix it, will you?’ said Diamond.

      
      ‘Do my best,’ she said.

      
      They completed a slow circuit around Locksbrook Cemetery and returned to the semi-detached house they occupied in Weston.

      
      Diamond stopped unexpectedly at the front gate.

      
      ‘What’s up?’ Stephanie asked.

      
      He put a finger to his lips, opened the gate and crept low across the small lawn like an Apache. Stephanie watched in silence,
         grateful for the darkness. He was heading straight for the camellia, the barely surviving camellia.
     

      
      With a triumphant ‘Got you!’ he sank to his knees and thrust his hand towards the plant.

      
      There was a screech, followed by a yell of pain from Diamond. A dark feline shape bolted from under the camellia, raced across
         the lawn, leapt at the fence and scrambled over it. ‘He bit me! He bloody well bit me.’
     

      
      
      Gripping the fleshy edge of his right hand, high-stepping across the lawn, the Head of the Murder Squad looked as if he was
         performing a war dance now.
     

      
      Stephanie was calm. ‘Come inside, love. We’d better get some TCP on that.’

      
      Indoors, they examined the bite. The cat’s top teeth had punctured the flesh quite deeply. Stephanie found the antiseptic
         and dabbed some on. ‘I expect he felt vulnerable,’ she pointed out in the cat’s defence, ‘doing his business, with you creeping
         up and making a grab for him.’
     

      
      ‘My own bloody cat,’ said Diamond. ‘He’s had his last saucer of cream from me.’

      
      ‘What do you mean – “your own cat”? That wasn’t Raffles.’

      
      ‘Of course it was Raffles. Don’t take his side. He was caught in the bloody act.’

      
      ‘Red-handed?’ murmured Stephanie, adding quickly, ‘A fine detective you are, if you can’t tell the difference between your
         own cat and the moggy next door. That was Samson. I saw the white bit under his chin.’
     

      
      ‘That was never Samson.’

      
      ‘Why did he bolt straight over the fence into their garden?’

      
      ‘It was the shortest escape route, that’s why.’

      
      She chose not to pursue the matter. ‘How does it feel?’

      
      ‘I’ll survive, I suppose. Thanks for the nursing.’

      
      She made some tea. When they walked into the sitting room, Raffles was curled on Diamond’s armchair, asleep. It was obvious
         he had not stirred in the past hour.
     

      
      ‘Incidentally …’ Stephanie said.

      
      ‘Mm?’

      
      ‘When did you last have a jab for tetanus?’

  



      
      
      Four

      
      Ada Shaftsbury’s breathing was impaired by her bloated physique, particularly when she moved. With each step she emitted a
         breath or a sigh. Climbing the stairs sounded like competitive weight-lifting because the breaths became grunts and the sighs
         groans. The entire hostel must have heard her come in some time after eleven.
     

      
      She stood for a short while by the bedroom door, recovering. Finally she managed to say, ‘You’re not asleep, are you, petal?’

      
      No.’ But ‘petal’ had hoped to be. She was exhausted.

      
      ‘I brought back a few nibbles from the pub, a pork pie, if you want, and some crisps.’

      
      No thanks.’

      
      ‘Aren’t you going to keep me company?’

      
      ‘I thought you didn’t eat snacks.’

      
      ‘This is supper,’ said Ada.

      
      ‘Wasn’t supper what you went to the chippie for?’

      
      ‘That was dinner.’

      
      ‘Actually, Ada, I don’t like to eat as late as this.’

      
      ‘How do you know?’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘If you lost your memory, how do you know when you like to eat and when you don’t?’

      
      Rose couldn’t answer that. ‘What I mean is that I’m ready for sleep.’

      
      ‘You don’t mind if I have yours, then?’

      
      ‘Don’t mind at all. Goodnight.’

      
      There was an encouraging interval of near silence, disturbed only by the smack of lips.

      
      Then:

      
      ‘I say …?’

      
      
      ‘Mm?’

      
      ‘Did the photographer come – the photographer from the police?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      Another interval.

      
      ‘You want to be careful, getting in their records. You don’t know what they do with the photos they take.’

      
      ‘Ada, I’m really pooped, if you don’t mind.’

      
      ‘I could tell you things about the police.’

      
      ‘Tomorrow.’

      
      Ada wanted her say, regardless. ‘We all have rights, you know, under the Trade Descriptions Act.’

      
      ‘Data Protection.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘I think you mean the Data Protection Act.’

      
      ‘Your memory can’t be all that bad if you can think of something like Data whatsit at this time of night. Are you getting
         it back?’
     

      
      ‘No.’ Some hope, she thought, when I can’t even get my sleep in.

      
      Ada would not be silenced. ‘I think it’s diabolical, the way they pissed you about. That hospital was only too pleased to
         see the back of you and the social so-called services shove you in here and all the police do is take some photos. It’s a
         bloody disgrace.’
     

      
      Rose sighed and turned on her back, drawing the hair from across her eyes. She was fully awake now. ‘What else could they
         have done?’
     

      
      ‘Never mind them. I know what I’d do. I’d go back to that hospital where you were dumped and ask some questions. That’s what
         I’d do. I’d insist on it.’
     

      
      ‘What is there to find out?’

      
      ‘I haven’t the faintest, my petal, but it’s all you’ve got to work on. Did they show you the place where you were found?’

      
      ‘The car park? No.’

      
      ‘Who was it who found you, then?’

      
      ‘A woman. The wife of a patient. They didn’t tell me her name.’

      
      ‘You’ve got a right to know who she is. You’re entitled to speak to her.’

      
      
      ‘What can she tell me? She didn’t cause my injuries. She just happened to find me.’

      
      ‘How do you know that? I might as well say it: you’re too trusting,’ said Ada. ‘They pat you on the head and tell you to go
         away and that’s what you do. The well behaved little woman, God help us, up shit creek without a paddle. Do they care? All
         they’re concerned about is the reputation of their sodding hospital. They don’t want it known that someone was knocked down
         in their car park. You could sue.’
     

      
      ‘It wasn’t like that.’

      
      ‘So they say.’ Ada was practically beating a drum by now. ‘Listen, petal, this may get up your nose, but you’ve got some rights
         here. If you want to exercise them, I’m willing to throw my weight in on your side, and that’s a pretty large offer. I’ll
         come with you to the hospital and sort those people out.’
     

      
      ‘That’s very kind, but I really don’t think—’

      
      ‘We’ll talk about this in the morning, right?’ said Ada, following it with a large yawn. ‘I can’t stay awake all night listening
         to you rabbiting on. I should have been in bed twenty minutes ago.’
     

      
      Stephanie had fixed this. She had promised it would be done quickly and without fuss by one of her vast network of friends,
         a nurse who worked in Accident and Emergency at the Royal United Hospital. It was no use Peter Diamond protesting that he
         was neither an accident nor an emergency.
     

      
      When he met the friend, he had grave doubts whether he wanted her hand on the syringe. She was mountainous.

      
      ‘How is my old chum Steph?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Blooming,’ he said. ‘Shouldn’t you be asking about me?’

      
      ‘You look well enough.’ She examined the cat-bite. ‘Was it your own little kitty who did this to you?’

      
      He said in an offended tone, as if the possibility had never crossed his mind, ‘Raffles wouldn’t hurt me. Steph reckons it
         was next door’s, but I have my doubts. This was a big brute. You can see that from the size of the bite.’
     

      
      ‘Probably on the run from a safari park,’ said the nurse with a look she probably gave men who made a fuss. ‘Slip off your jacket and roll up your sleeve.’

      
      ‘You think an injection is necessary?’

      
      ‘Isn’t that the point?’ She gave a rich, unsympathetic laugh. ‘Your tetanus jab is long overdue, according to your file. I
         phoned your GP.’
     

      
      ‘Is that what he said?’

      
      ‘First, I must take your blood pressure. That must have altered since – when was it? – 1986. You seem to be rather good at
         bucking the system, Mr Diamond.’
     

      
      ‘Or saving the system from bankruptcy,’ he was perky enough to respond. ‘You need healthy people like me.’

      
      ‘We’ll see how healthy,’ she said, tying the cuff around his arm and inflating it vigorously. ‘Who took it last time?’

      
      ‘My doctor, I think.’

      
      ‘A man?’

      
      ‘Yes. Is that important?’

      
      ‘We can expect it to go up a few points. It’s always that bit higher when someone of the opposite sex takes the reading.’

      
      He stopped himself from saying anything. He was in no position to disillusion her.

      
      Presently she told him, ‘Too high, even allowing for the attraction factor. You’d best have a chat with one of the doctors.
         I’ll slot you in. No problem.’
     

      
      He was going to have to assert himself. ‘I didn’t come about my blood pressure. I came for a jab.’

      
      She picked up the syringe. ‘Which I’m about to give you.’

      
      ‘I’m beginning to wonder if there’s been some collusion between you and Steph.’

      
      ‘I don’t see how,’ said the nurse. ‘You don’t think she arranged for the cat to bite you?’

      
      She dabbed on some antiseptic and then plunged the needle in.

      
      ‘Jesus.’

      
      A woman in a white coat appeared in the room while he still had his finger pressed to the piece of cotton wool the nurse had
         placed over the injection mark.
     

      
      ‘Superintendent Diamond?’

      
      He didn’t respond. Who wanted to socialise at a time like this?

      
      
      ‘I’m Christine Snell. I don’t think we’ve met.’

      
      The nurse put a Band-Aid over the injection and said, ‘I’ll leave you with the patient, Doctor.’

      
      He said to Christine Snell, ‘You’re a doctor?’

      
      ‘That’s why I’m here. How’s Steph, by the way?’

      
      Another friend. His thoughts took a lurch towards paranoia. Steph’s friends, between them, had him over a barrel.
     

      
      She said, ‘Your blood pressure is slightly on the high side. We shouldn’t neglect it. Do you smoke?’

      
      ‘No. And the answer to the next question is yes, the occasional one.’

      
      ‘So how do you cope with stress?’

      
      ‘What stress?’

      
      ‘Overwork.’

      
      ‘Underwork, in my case.’

      
      ‘Potentially even more stressful. It kills a lot of people. Have you got any hobbies?’

      
      ‘Like collecting beermats?’ said Diamond. ‘You’re trying to catch me out, Doctor. No, I don’t do anything you would call a
         hobby.’
     

      
      ‘Maybe you should.’

      
      ‘I’ll think it over,’ he conceded. ‘It wouldn’t surprise me if the nurse just now got an exaggerated reading.’

      
      Her eyes widened and the start of a smile appeared.

      
      ‘Not that,’ said Diamond. ‘I was annoyed. Doesn’t that increase it? I can’t help feeling I was fitted up for this. I came
         here because of the cat-bite, but last night, before I was bitten, Steph was on about my blood pressure.’
     

      
      The smile surfaced fully. ‘Do you know what Kai Lung said?’

      
      ‘I’ve never heard of Kai Lung.’

      
      ‘I think I have it right,’ said Dr Snell. ‘“It is proverbial that from a hungry tiger and an affectionate woman there is no
         escape.” Seems rather apt, in your case.’
     

      
      While Rose and Ada were waiting to speak to Dr Whitfield, a refreshment trolley came by and Ada’s hand, quick as a lizard,
         whipped two doughnuts off it and into her bag, unseen by the woman in charge. ‘Elevenses,’ she said in justification.
     

      
      
      ‘Does that count as a meal?’

      
      It’s over two hours since breakfast.’

      
      The breakfast the foreign girl Hildegarde had cooked to Ada’s order had been enough to fortify Rose for hours yet. She could
         still taste the delicious bacon.
     

      
      Bizarrely, the appointments secretary was announcing something about eggs.

      
      ‘That’s you,’ said Ada.

      
      ‘Me?’

      
      ‘Rose X.’

      
      ‘Dr Whitfield will see you now,’ said the secretary. ‘Room Nine, at the top of the stairs.’

      
      ‘Stairs. I knew it,’ Ada complained.

      
      ‘You don’t have to come with me.’

      
      ‘I do. Someone’s got to fight your corner.’

      
      The door of Room 9 stood open. Dr Whitfield got up from behind his desk to greet them. He was shorter than he looked from
         the level of a hospital bed. ‘Have you got it back yet?’
     

      
      Rose shook her head.

      
      ‘Not even a glimmer?’

      
      ‘Nothing at all. This is my friend Ada Shaftsbury.’

      
      Ada’s hand must have been sticky from the doughnut, because after shaking it Dr Whitfield took a tissue from the packet on
         his desk. ‘So how can I help you?’ he asked after they were seated.
     

      
      ‘We’d like to speak to the lady who found me.’

      
      Dr Whitfield was slow in responding. He made a performance of wiping his hand and letting the tissue drop into a bin. ‘I doubt
         if that would help.’
     

      
      ‘I want to know exactly where I was found.’

      
      ‘I told you. In the car park.’

      
      ‘Yes, but I’d like the lady to show me where.’

      
      ‘Not possible, I’m afraid. She doesn’t work here. As I think I explained, she’s the wife of a patient.’

      
      Buoyed up by Ada’s substantial presence, Rose said, ‘It’s a free country. I can ask her, can’t I?’

      
      ‘I really can’t see the point in troubling her,’ Dr Whitfield said.

      
      This was too much for Ada. She waded in. ‘Troubling her? What about my friend here? What about the trouble she’s in? Hey, doc, let’s get our priorities straight before we go any further. This is your patient asking for help. She
         wants a face to face with this woman, whoever she is. She’s entitled to know exactly where she was found and what was going
         on at the time.’
     

      
      ‘I don’t think there’s any mystery about that,’ Dr Whitfield started to say.

      
      ‘Fine,’ said Ada, ‘so what’s the woman’s name and address?’

      
      ‘Look, the lady in question acted very responsibly. She came straight in and got help. It was as simple as that.’

      
      ‘So what are you telling us?’

      
      ‘I’m saying I don’t want her put through the third degree. She’s an elderly lady.’

      
      ‘Tough tittie, doc.’ Ada rested her hands on his desk, leaned over it and said, ‘You think my friend would duff up the old
         lady who came to her rescue?’
     

      
      He gave an embarrassed smile. ‘Not at all.’

      
      ‘Well, then?’

      
      Dr Whitfield must have sensed he wasn’t going to win this one. ‘If it’s this important, I suppose it can be arranged. But
         I think it might be wise to speak to Mrs Thornton alone.’ Pointedly excluding Ada, he said to Rose, ‘I suggest if you want
         to meet her that you come back this afternoon. She visits her husband every day between two and four. See me first and I’ll
         introduce you.’
     

      
      Progress at last.

      
      ‘There’s something else, Doctor.’ Rose spoke up for herself. ‘I’m puzzled about this head injury. I’ve examined my head. I
         can’t find any cuts or bruising.’
     

      
      ‘Neither did I,’ said Dr Whitfield.

      
      She frowned, unable to understand.

      
      ‘It doesn’t follow that you had a crack on the skull at all,’ he went on. ‘You get concussion from a shaking of the brain.
         A jolt to the neck would do it just as easily.’
     

      
      ‘You mean if I was struck by a car and my head rocked back?’

      
      ‘That’s exactly what I had in mind.’

      
      Rose prepared to leave.

      
      ‘There’s something else I should mention,’ the doctor said. ‘When you get your memory back it’s quite on the cards that you still won’t remember anything about the accident. It may be a mystery for ever.’

      
      ‘I hope not.’

      
      ‘It’s a common effect known as retrograde amnesia. The patient has no recall of the events immediately before the concussion
         happened.’
     

      
      ‘I could accept that, if I could only get back the rest of my memory. This has gone on for three days already. Are you sure
         there isn’t permanent damage to my brain?’
     

      
      He put his hand supportively over hers. ‘Nobody fully understands how the memory works, but it has a wonderful capacity for
         recovery. Something will make a connection soon, and you’ll know it’s coming back.’
     

      
      She and Ada went downstairs and walked in the grounds. Through the trees they could hear the steady drone of traffic on the
         motorway.
     

      
      Rose felt deeply disheartened. ‘What am I going to do, Ada?’

      
      ‘Talk to this old biddy who found you.’

      
      ‘I’m not pinning my hopes on her.’

      
      ‘She’s your best bet, ducky. Like he said, something will make a connection. Who knows what talking to her might do?’

      
      ‘Of course I’ll talk to her now it’s been arranged. All I’m saying is that I don’t expect a breakthrough. What do I do if
         I draw a blank with Mrs Thornton?’
     

      
      ‘Talk to the press and get your picture in the paper along the lines of CAN YOU HELP THIS WOMAN? With looks like yours, you’ll
         get some offers, but I won’t say what kind.’
     

      
      ‘I don’t want that.’ They strolled past some patients in wheelchairs. She told Ada, ‘I’m sorry to be a misery-guts. It’s become
         very clear to me how much we all rely on our memories. You’d think what’s past is finished, but it isn’t. It makes us what
         we are. Without a memory, you don’t have any experience to support you. You can’t trust yourself to make decisions, to reason,
         to stand up for your rights. My past started on Tuesday morning. That’s the whole of my experience, Ada. I don’t have anything
         else to work with.’
     

      
      ‘There’s lunch,’ suggested Ada.

  



      
      
      Five

      
      Meals-on-Wheels is a system as near foolproof as any arrangement can be that relies on volunteers. A couple of days before
         someone’s turn to deliver the meals, she (the volunteers are usually women) will be handed (by the previous person on the
         rota) a white box about the size of a ballot box. It is made of expanded polystyrene, for insulation, and fitted with a shoulder
         strap. Being so large and conspicuous when left in a private house, the box is a useful reminder of the duty to be done.
     

      
      On either a Tuesday or a Thursday, at a few minutes before noon, the volunteer reports to a local school canteen where lunch
         is ready for serving. Piping hot foil containers are loaded into the box by the dinner ladies. The box is carried to the car.
         With the meals aboard, the wheels take over.
     

      
      ‘Now begins the tricky part,’ Susan Dowsett explained to Joan Hanks, who was about to join the Acton Turville and District
         team and had come along to learn how it was done. Mrs Dowsett was the mainstay of the service, one of those admirable, well-to-do
         Englishwomen who plunge into voluntary work with the same sure touch they apply to their jam-making. ‘They do look forward
         to seeing you, and most of them like a chat. Some poor ducks hardly ever see anyone else, so one does one’s best to jolly
         them up. The snag is that you have to ration your time, or the ones at the end of the round get cold lunches.’
     

      
      ‘I expect you can pop them in the oven if that happens. The meals, I mean.’

      
      ‘That’s the idea, and sometimes I’ve done it, but old people are so forgetful. More than once I’ve opened the oven on Thursday
         and found Tuesday’s lunch still in there, untouched and dry as a biscuit.’ Her chesty laugh jogged the steering. She drove an Isuzu Trooper that suited her personality.
     

      
      Acton Turville alone would have been a simple task: meals on foot. The ‘and District’ was the part requiring transport. Many
         of the recipients lived in remote houses outside the village.
     

      
      ‘I always start at the farthest outpost,’ Mrs Dowsett explained as they cruised confidently along a minor road. ‘Old Mr Gladstone
         is our first call. He’s not the most pleasant to deal with and most of them leave him till last. Get the worst over first,
         I always say.’
     

      
      ‘What’s wrong with Mr Gladstone?’

      
      ‘Hygiene. The atmosphere, shall we say, is not exactly apple-blossom. He’s none too sociable, either. I’ve known him to be
         downright offensive about the meals. There’s no need for that. It’s plain food, but at least it’s warm.’
     

      
      ‘If he doesn’t want us …’

      
      ‘Social Services insist. He won’t cook for himself, apart from eggs from the few wretched hens he keeps in his yard. Used
         to be a farmer. Lived there all his life, as far as I can gather, but he doesn’t seem to have any friends. Sad, isn’t it?’
     

      
      ‘Perhaps he prefers a quiet life.’

      
      ‘Perhaps,’ said Mrs Dowsett, unconvinced.

      
      The ‘farthest outpost’ turned out to be only a mile from the village, just off the Tormarton Road, up a track that Joan Hanks
         privately vowed to take cautiously in her own little car for fear of ruining the suspension.
     

      
      ‘You’ll need tougher shoes than those when the weather gets worse,’ Mrs Dowsett advised when they were both standing in the
         yard. ‘Every time it rains, this is like a mud-hole after the elephants have been by. Good, you’ve brought the box. Always
         bring the box into the house. It keeps the food warm. Let’s see what reception we get today.’
     

      
      As they crossed the yard to the door of the stone cottage there was an extraordinary commotion from the henhouse at the side,
         hens crowding the wire fence.
     

      
      ‘Hungry, I expect,’ said Mrs Dowsett. ‘All they get is scraps, and not much of them.’

      
      ‘Poor things,’ said Joan.

      
      
      Mrs Dowsett tapped on the door and got no answer. ‘This is often the case,’ she explained. ‘They don’t hear you. As often
         as not, the door is open, so you just go in. Try it.’
     

      
      ‘He doesn’t know me.’

      
      ‘Don’t let that put you off. He treats us all like strangers. Is it open?’

      
      Joan knocked again, turned the handle and pushed. The door creaked and opened inwards just an inch or so. An overpowering
         stench reached her nostrils and she hesitated.
     

      
      ‘You see?’ said Mrs Dowsett. She called out in a hearty tone, ‘Meals on wheels, Mr Gladstone.’

      
      Joan held her breath and pushed at the door. The interior was shadowy and the full horror of the scene took several seconds
         to make out. Old Mr Gladstone was inside, slumped in a wooden armchair. The top of his head was blown away. A shotgun lay
         on the floor.
     

      
      ‘Are you all right, dear?’ said Mrs Dowsett, suddenly turned motherly.

      
      In this bizarre situation, Joan was uncertain whether the remark was addressed to the corpse, or herself. She gave a nod.
         She was reeling with the shock, and she needed fresh air if she was not to faint. She turned away.
     

      
      ‘I’d better get on the car-phone,’ said Mrs Dowsett, a model of composure. ‘Why don’t you feed that meal to the chickens?
         I don’t like to waste things.’
     

      
      The old farmer’s death was routinely dealt with by the police. A patrol was detailed to investigate. Peter Diamond heard of
         it first over the radio while driving down Wellsway. Nothing to make his pulse beat faster, some sad individual topping himself
         with a shotgun.
     

      
      He drove on, his thoughts on his own mortality. High blood pressure, it seemed, was a mysterious condition. His sort had no
         recognised cause, according to Dr Snell. The symptoms were vague. He might suffer some headaches, tiredness and dizzy spells.
         He had not. If it affected the heart, or the arteries, he might experience breathlessness, particularly at night, pain in
         the chest, coughing or misty vision. He had told the doctor honestly that none of it seemed to apply to him. In that case,
         she said, he need not alter his life-style, except, she suggested, to reduce some weight, if possible, and avoid worrying too much.
     

      
      Great, he thought. Now I’m worrying about worrying.

      
      As he had time to spare, he called at the Central Library and looked up high blood pressure in a medical textbook. They called
         it hypertension, a term he didn’t care for. But the author was good enough to state that if the condition caused no symptoms
         at all, it could not be described as a disorder. He liked that and closed the book. The rest of the article could wait until
         he noticed a symptom, if ever.
     

      
      His hypertension level had an immediate test. Having returned the book to the shelf, he turned the corner of the stack and
         found himself face to face with the new Assistant Chief Constable, all decked out in black barathea, shiny silver buttons
         and new braided hat. Diamond managed a flustered, ‘Morning, em, afternoon, sir.’
     

      
      ‘Afternoon, Mr Diamond. Checking some facts?’

      
      He didn’t want the high-ups to know about his hypertension. Not for the first time in a crisis, he said the first thing that
         popped into his head, and it was so unexpected that it had to be believed. ‘That’s right, sir. I’m looking for the philosophy
         section.’
     

      
      ‘Philosophy?’

      
      ‘I wanted to find out about Kai Lung, if possible. I think he must be a philosopher.’

      
      ‘Chinese?’

      
      ‘I believe so.’

      
      ‘Sorry. Can’t help. Is this an Open University course?’

      
      A low punch. Diamond’s rival John Wigfull had got to the head of Bath CID on the strength of his OU degree. Further education
         was not on Diamond’s agenda. ‘No, something that was quoted to me earlier. I wanted to trace the source. It’s my lunch-hour.’
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