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The Thames, London

 



I remember someone once telling me that you know it’s cold when you see a lawyer with his hands in his own  pockets. It’s colder than that now. My mouth is numb and every breath like slivers of ice in my lungs.

People are shouting and shining torches in my eyes. In the meantime, I’m hugging this big yellow-painted buoy like it’s Marilyn Monroe. A very fat Marilyn Monroe, after she took all the pills and went to seed.

My favourite Monroe film is Some Like It Hot with Jack Lemmon and Tony Curtis. I don’t know why I should think of that now, although how anyone could mistake Jack Lemmon for a woman is beyond me.

A guy with a really thick moustache and pizza breath is panting in my ear. He’s wearing a life vest and trying to  peel my fingers away from the buoy. I’m too cold to move. He wraps his arms around my chest and pulls me backwards through the water. More people, silhouetted against the lights, take hold of my arms, lifting me on to the deck.

‘Jesus, look at his leg!’ someone says.

‘He’s been shot!’

Who are they talking about?

People are shouting all over again, yelling for bandages and plasma. A black guy with a gold earring slides a needle into my arm and puts a bag over my face.

‘Someone get some blankets. Let’s keep this guy warm.’

‘He’s palping at one-twenty.’

‘One-twenty?’

‘Palping at one-twenty.’

‘Any head injuries?’

‘That’s negative.’

The engine roars and we’re moving. I can’t feel my legs. I can’t feel anything - not even the cold any more. The lights are also disappearing. Darkness has seeped into my eyes.

‘Ready?’

‘Yeah.’

‘One, two, three.’

‘Watch the IV lines. Watch the IV lines.’

‘I got it.’

‘Bag a couple of times.’

‘OK.’

The guy with pizza breath is puffing really hard now, running alongside the gurney. His fist is in front of my face, pressing a bag to force air into my lungs. They lift again and square lights pass overhead. I can still see.

A siren wails in my head. Every time we slow down it gets louder and closer. Someone is talking on a radio. ‘We’ve pumped two litres of fluid. He’s on his fourth unit of blood. He’s bleeding out. Systolic pressure dropping.’

‘He needs volume.’

‘Squeeze in another bag of fluid.’

‘He’s seizing!’

‘He’s seizing. See that?’

One of the machines has gone into a prolonged cry. Why don’t they turn it off?

Pizza breath rips open my shirt and slaps two pads on my chest.

‘CLEAR!’ he yells.

The pain almost blows the top of my skull clean off. He does that again and I’ll break his arms.

‘CLEAR!’

I swear to God I’m going to remember you, pizza breath. I’m going to remember exactly who you are. And when I get out of here I’m coming looking for you. I was happier in the river. Take me back to Marilyn Monroe.

 



I am awake now. My eyelids flutter as if fighting gravity. Squeezing them shut, I try again, blinking into the darkness.

Turning my head, I can make out orange dials on a machine near the bed and a green blip of light sliding across a liquid-crystal display window like one of those stereo systems with bouncing waves of coloured light.

Where am I?

Beside my head is a chrome stand that catches stars on its curves. Suspended from a hook is a plastic sachet bulging  with a clear fluid. The liquid trails down a pliable plastic tube and disappears under a wide strip of surgical tape wrapped around my left forearm.

I’m in a hospital room. There is a pad on the bedside table. Reaching towards it, I suddenly notice my left hand - not so much my hand as a finger. It’s missing. Instead of a digit and a wedding ring I have a lump of gauze dressing. I stare at it idiotically, as though this is some sort of magic trick.

When the twins were youngsters, we had a game where I pulled off my thumb and if they sneezed it would come back again. Michael used to laugh so hard he almost wet his pants.

Fumbling for the pad, I read the letterhead: ‘St Mary’s Hospital, Paddington, London.’ There is nothing in the drawer except a Bible and a copy of the Koran.

I spy a clipboard hanging at the end of the bed. Reaching down, I feel a sudden pain that explodes from my right leg and shoots out of the top of my head. Christ! Do not, under any circumstances, do that again.

Curled up in a ball, I wait for the pain to go away. Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath. If I concentrate very hard on a particular point just under my jawbone, I actually feel the blood sliding back and forth beneath my skin, squeezing into smaller and smaller channels, circulating oxygen.

My estranged wife Miranda was such a lousy sleeper she said my heart kept her awake because it beat too loudly. I didn’t snore or wake with the night terrors, but my heart pumped up a riot. This has been listed among Miranda’s grounds for divorce. I’m exaggerating, of course. She doesn’t need extra justification.

I open my eyes again. The world is still here.

Taking a deep breath, I grip the bedclothes and raise them a few inches. I still have two legs. I count them. One. Two. The right leg is bandaged in layers of gauze taped down at the edges. Something has been written in a felt-tip pen down the side of my thigh but I can’t read what it says.

Further down I can see my toes. They wave hello to me. ‘Hello toes,’ I whisper.

Tentatively, I reach down and cup my genitals, rolling my testicles between my fingers.

A nurse slips silently through the curtains. Her voice startles me. ‘Is this a very private moment?’

‘I was - I was - just checking.’

‘Well, I think you should consider buying that thing dinner first.’

Her accent is Irish and her eyes are as green as mown grass. She presses the call button above my head. ‘Thank goodness you’re finally awake. We were very worried about you.’ She taps the bag of fluid and checks the flow control. Then she straightens my pillows.

‘What happened? How did I get here?’

‘You were shot.’

‘Who shot me?’

She laughs. ‘Oh, don’t ask me. Nobody ever tells me things like that.’

‘But I can’t remember anything. My leg . . . my finger ...’

‘The doctor should be here soon.’

She doesn’t seem to be listening. I reach out and grab her arm. She tries to pull away, suddenly frightened of me.

‘You don’t understand - I can’t remember! I don’t know how I got here.’

She glances at the emergency button. ‘They found you floating in the river. That’s what I heard them say. The police have been waiting for you to wake up.’

‘How long have I been here?’

‘Eight days . . . you were in a coma. I thought you might be coming out yesterday. You were talking to yourself.’

‘What did I say?’

‘You kept asking about a girl - saying you had to find her.’

‘Who?’

‘You didn’t say. Please let go of my arm. You’re hurting me.’

My fingers open and she steps well away, rubbing her forearm. She won’t come close again.

My heart won’t slow down. It is pounding away, getting faster and faster, like Chinese drums. How can I have been here eight days?

‘What day is it today?’

‘October the third.’

‘Did you give me drugs? What have you done to me?’

She stammers, ‘You’re on morphine for the pain.’

‘What else? What else have you given me?’

‘Nothing.’ She glances again at the emergency button. ‘The doctor is coming. Try to stay calm or he’ll have to sedate you.’

She’s out of the door and won’t come back. As it swings closed I notice a uniformed policeman sitting on a chair outside the door, with his legs stretched out like he’s been there for a while.

I slump back in bed, smelling bandages and dried blood. Holding up my hand I look at the gauze bandage, trying to wiggle the missing finger. How can I not remember?

For me there has never been such a thing as forgetting, nothing is hazy or vague or frayed at the edges. I hoard memories like a miser counts his gold. Every scrap of a moment is kept as long as it has some value.

I don’t see things photographically. Instead I make connections, spinning them together like a spider weaving a web, threading one strand into the next. That’s why I can reach back and pluck details of criminal cases from five, ten, fifteen years ago and remember them as if they happened only yesterday. Names, dates, places, witnesses, perpetrators, victims - I can conjure them up and walk through the same streets, have the same conversations, hear the same lies.

Now for the first time I’ve forgotten something truly important. I can’t remember what happened and how I finished up here. There is a black hole in my mind like a dark shadow on a chest X-ray. I’ve seen those shadows. I lost my first wife to cancer. Black holes suck everything into them. Not even light can escape.

Twenty minutes go by and then Dr Bennett sweeps through the curtains. He’s wearing jeans and a bow tie under his white coat.

‘Detective Inspector Ruiz, welcome back to the land of the living and high taxation.’ He sounds very public school and has one of those foppish Hugh Grant fringes that falls across his forehead like a serviette on a thigh.

Shining a pen torch in my eyes, he asks, ‘Can you wiggle your toes?’

‘Yes.’

‘Any pins and needles?’

‘No.’

He pulls back the bedclothes and scrapes a key along the sole of my right foot. ‘Can you feel that?’

‘Yes.’

‘Excellent.’

Picking up the clipboard hanging at the end of my bed, he scrawls his initials with a flick of the wrist.

‘I can’t remember anything.’

‘About the accident.’

‘It was an accident?’

‘I have no idea. You were shot.’

‘Who shot me?’

‘You don’t remember?’

‘No.’

This conversation is going around in circles.

Dr Bennett taps the pen against his teeth, contemplating this answer. Then he pulls up a chair and sits on it backwards, draping his arms over the backrest.

‘You were shot. One bullet entered just above your gracilis muscle on your right leg leaving a quarter-inch hole. It went through the skin, then the fat layer, through the pectineus muscle, just medial to the femoral vessels and nerve, through the quadratus femoris muscle, through the head of the biceps femoris and through the gluteus maximus before exiting through the skin on the other side. The exit wound was far more impressive. It blew a hole four inches across. Gone. No flap. No pieces. Your skin just vaporised.’

He whistles impressively through his teeth. ‘You had a pulse when they found you but you were bleeding out. Then  you stopped breathing. You were dead but we brought you back.’

He holds up his thumb and forefinger. ‘The bullet missed your femoral artery by this far.’ I can barely see a gap between them. ‘Otherwise you would have bled to death in three minutes. Apart from the bullet we had to deal with infection. Your clothes were filthy. God knows what was in that water. We’ve been pumping you full of antibiotics. Bottom line, Inspector, you are one lucky puppy.’

Is he kidding? How much luck does it take to get shot? I hold up my hand. ‘What about my finger?’

‘Gone, I’m afraid, just above the first knuckle.’

A skinny-looking intern with a number two cut pokes his head through the curtains. Dr Bennett lets out a low-pitched growl that only underlings can hear. Rising from the chair, he buries his hands in the pockets of his white coat.

‘Will that be all?’

‘Why can’t I remember?’

‘I don’t know. It’s not really my field, I’m afraid. We can run some tests. You’ll need a CT scan or an MRI to rule out a skull fracture or haemorrhage. I’ll call neurology.’

‘My leg hurts.’

‘Good. It’s getting better. You’ll need a walking frame or crutches. A physiotherapist will come and talk to you about a programme to help you strengthen your leg.’ He flips his fringe and turns to leave. ‘I’m sorry about your memory, Inspector. Be thankful you’re alive.’

He’s gone, leaving a scent of aftershave and superiority. Why do surgeons cultivate this air of owning the world? I know I should be grateful. Maybe if I could remember what happened I could trust the explanations more.

So I should be dead. I always suspected that I would die suddenly. It’s not that I’m particularly foolhardy but I have a knack of taking shortcuts. Most people die only the once. Now I’ve had two lives. Throw in three wives and I’ve had more than my fair share of living. (I’ll definitely forgo the three wives, should someone want them back.)

 



My Irish nurse is back again. Her name is Maggie and she has one of those reassuring smiles they teach in nursing school. She has a bowl of warm water and a sponge.

‘Are you feeling better?’

‘I’m sorry I frightened you.’

‘That’s OK. Time for a bath.’

She pulls back the covers and I drag them up again. ‘There’s nothing under there I haven’t seen,’ she says.

‘I beg to differ. I have a pretty fair recollection of how many women have danced with old Johnnie One-Eye and, unless you were that girl in the back row of the Shepherd’s Bush Empire during a Yardbirds concert in 1963, I don’t think you’re one of them.’

‘Johnnie One-Eye?’

‘My oldest friend.’

She shakes her head and looks sorry for me.

A familiar figure appears from behind her - a short square man, with no neck and a five-o’clock shadow. Campbell Smith is a Chief Superintendent, with a crushing handshake and a no-brand smile. He’s wearing his uniform, with polished silver buttons and a shirt collar so highly starched it threatens to decapitate him.

Everyone claims to like Campbell - even his enemies -  but few people are ever happy to see him. Not me. Not today. I remember him! That’s a good sign.

‘Christ, Vincent, you gave us a scare!’ he booms. ‘It was touch and go for a while. We were all praying for you - everyone at the station. See all the cards and flowers?’

I turn my head and look at a table piled high with flowers and bowls of fruit.

‘Someone shot me,’ I say, incredulously.

‘Yes,’ he replies, pulling up a chair. ‘We need to know what happened.’

‘I don’t remember.’

‘You didn’t see them?’

‘Who?’

‘The people on the boat.’

‘What boat?’ I look at him blankly.

His voice suddenly grows louder. ‘You were found floating in the Thames shot to shit and less than a mile away there was a boat that looked like a floating abattoir. What happened?’

‘I don’t remember.’

‘You don’t remember the massacre.’

‘I don’t remember the fucking boat.’

Campbell has dropped any pretence of affability. He paces the room, bunching his fists and trying to control himself.

‘This isn’t good, Vincent. This isn’t pretty. Did you kill anyone?’

‘Today?’

‘Don’t joke with me. Did you discharge your firearm? Your service pistol was signed out of the station armoury. Are we going to find bodies?’

Bodies? Is that what happened?

Campbell rubs his hands through his hair in frustration.

‘I can’t tell you the crap that’s flying already. There’s going to be a full inquiry. The Commissioner is demanding answers. The press will have a fucking field day. The blood of three people was found on that boat, including yours. Forensics says at least one of them must have died. They found brains and skull fragments.’

The walls seem to dip and sway. Maybe it’s the morphine or the closeness of the air. How could I have forgotten something like that?

‘What was I doing on that boat? It must have been a police operation -’

‘No,’ he declares angrily, ‘you weren’t working a case. This wasn’t a police operation. You were on your own.’

We have an old-fashioned staring contest. I own this one. I might never blink again. Morphine is the answer. God, it feels good.

Finally Campbell slumps into a chair and plucks a handful of grapes from a brown paper bag beside the bed.

‘What is the last thing you remember?’

We sit in silence as I try to recover shreds of a dream. Pictures float in and out of my head, dim and then sharp: a yellow life buoy, Marilyn Monroe . . .

‘I remember ordering a pizza.’

‘Is that it?’

‘Sorry.’

Staring at the gauze dressing on my hand, I marvel at how the missing finger feels itchy. ‘What was I working on?’

Campbell shrugs. ‘You were on leave.’

‘Why?’

‘You needed a rest.’

He’s lying to me. Sometimes I think he forgets how far we go back. We did our training together at the Police Staff College, Bramshill. And I introduced him to his wife Maureen at a barbecue thirty-five years ago. She has never completely forgiven me. I don’t know what upsets her most - my three marriages or the fact that I palmed her off on to someone else.

It’s been a long while since Campbell called me buddy and we haven’t shared a beer since he made Chief Superintendent. He’s a different man. No better and no worse, just different.

He spits a grape seed into his hand. ‘You always thought you were better than me, Vincent, but I got promoted ahead of you.’

You were a brown-noser.

‘I know you think I’m a brown-noser. (He’s reading my mind.) But I was just smarter. I made the right contacts and let the system work for me instead of fighting against it. You should have retired three years ago, when you had the chance. Nobody would have thought any less of you. We would have given you a big send-off. You could have settled down, played a bit of golf, maybe even saved your marriage.’

I wait for him to say something else but he just stares at me with his head cocked to one side.

‘Vincent, would you mind if I made an observation?’ He doesn’t wait for my answer. ‘You put a pretty good face on things considering all that’s happened but the feeling I get from you is . . . well . . . you’re a sad man. But it’s something more than that . . . you’re angry.’

Embarrassment prickles like heat rash under my hospital gown. He doesn’t stop.

‘Some people find solace in religion, Vincent, and others have people they can talk to. I know that’s not your style. Look at you! You hardly see your kids. You live alone . . . Now you’ve gone and fucked up your career. I can’t help you any more. I told you to leave this alone.’

‘What was I supposed to leave alone?’

He doesn’t answer. Instead he picks up his hat and polishes the brim with his sleeve. Any moment now he’s going to turn and tell me what he means. Only he doesn’t; he keeps on walking out of the door and along the corridor.

My grapes have also gone. The stalks look like dead trees on a crumpled brown paper plain. Beside them a basket of flowers has started to wilt. The begonias and tulips are losing their petals like fat fan dancers and dusting the top of the table with pollen. A small white card embossed with a silver scroll is wedged between the stems. I can’t read the message.

Some bastard shot me! It should be etched in my memory. I should be able to relive it over and over again like those whining victims on daytime talk shows who have personal injury lawyers on speed dial. Instead, I remember nothing. And no matter how many times I squeeze my eyes shut and bang my fists on my forehead it doesn’t change.

The really strange thing is what I imagine I remember. For instance, I recall seeing silhouettes against bright lights; masked men wearing plastic shower caps and paper slippers, who were discussing cars, pension plans and football  results. Of course this could have been a near-death experience. I was given a glimpse of Hell and it was full of surgeons.

Perhaps, if I start with the simple stuff, I may get to the point where I can remember what happened to me. Staring at the ceiling, I silently spell my name: Vincent Yanko Ruiz; born 11 December 1945. I am a Detective Inspector of the London Metropolitan Police and the head of the Serious Crime Group (Western Division). I live in Rainville Road, Fulham . . .

I used to say I would pay good money to forget most of my life. Now I want the memories back.
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I know only two people who have been shot. One was a chap I went through police training college with. His name was Angus Lehmann and he wanted to be first at everything - first in his exams, first to the bar, first to get promoted . . .

A few years back he led a raid on a drugs factory in Brixton and was first through the door. An entire magazine from a semi-automatic took his head clean off. There’s a lesson in that somewhere.

A farmer in our valley called Bruce Curley is the other one. He shot himself in the foot when he tried to chase his wife’s lover out of the bedroom window. Bruce was fat with grey hair sprouting from his ears and Mrs Curley used to cower like a dog whenever he raised a hand. Shame he didn’t shoot himself between the eyes.

During my police training we did a firearms course. The  instructor was a Geordie with a head like a billiard ball and he took against me from the first day because I suggested the best way to keep a gun barrel clean was to cover it with a condom.

We were standing on the live firing range, freezing our bollocks off. He pointed out the cardboard cutout at the end of the range. It was a silhouette of a crouching gun-wielding villain with a painted white circle over his heart and another on his head.

Taking a service pistol the Geordie crouched down with his legs apart and squeezed off six shots - a heartbeat between each of them - every one grouped in the upper circle.

Flicking the smoking clip into his hand, he said, ‘Now I don’t expect any of you to do that but at least try to hit the fucking target. Who wants to go first?’

Nobody volunteered.

‘How about you, condom boy?’

The class laughed.

I stepped forward and raised my revolver. I hated how good it felt in my hand. The instructor said, ‘No, not like that, keep both eyes open. Crouch. Count and squeeze.’

Before he could finish the gun kicked in my hand, rattling the air and something deep inside me.

The cutout swayed from side to side as the pulley dragged it down the range towards us. Six shots, each so close together they formed a ragged hole through the cardboard.

‘He shot out his arsehole,’ someone muttered in astonishment.

‘Right up the Khyber Pass.’

I didn’t look at the instructor’s face. I turned away,  checked the chamber, put on the safety catch and removed my earplugs.

‘You missed,’ he said triumphantly.

‘If you say so, sir.’

 



I wake with a sudden jolt and it takes a while for my heart to settle. I look at my watch - not so much at the time but the date. I want to make sure I haven’t slept for too long or lost any more time.

It’s been two days since I regained consciousness. A man is sitting by the bed.

‘My name is Wickham,’ he says, smiling. ‘I’m a neurologist. ’

He looks like one of those doctors you see on daytime chat shows.

‘I once saw you play rugby for Harlequins against London Scottish,’ he says. ‘You would have made the England team that year if you hadn’t been injured. I played a bit of rugby myself. Never higher than seconds . . .’

‘Really, what position?’

‘Outside centre.’

I figured as much - he probably touched the ball twice a game and is still talking about the tries he could have scored.

‘I have the results of your MRI scan,’ he says, opening a folder. ‘There is no evidence of a skull fracture, aneurysms or a haemorrhage.’ He glances up from his notes. ‘I want to run some neurological tests to help establish what you’ve forgotten. It means answering some questions about the shooting.’

‘I don’t remember it.’

‘Yes, but I want you to answer regardless - even if that  means guessing. It’s called a forced-choice recognition test. It forces you to make choices.’

I think I understand, although I don’t see the point.

‘How many people were on the boat?’

‘I don’t remember.’

Wickham reiterates, ‘You have to make a choice.’

‘Four.’

‘Was there a full moon?’

‘Yes.’

‘Was the name of the boat the Charmaine?’

‘No.’

‘How many engines did it have?’

‘One.’

‘Was it a stolen boat?’

‘Yes.’

‘Was the engine running?’

‘No.’

‘Were you anchored or drifting?’

‘Drifting.’

‘Were you carrying a weapon?’

‘Yes.’

‘Did you fire your weapon?’

‘No.’

This is ridiculous! What possible good does it do? I’m guessing the answers.

Suddenly, it dawns on me. They think I’m faking amnesia. This isn’t a test to see how much I remember - they’re testing the validity of my symptoms. They’re forcing me to make choices so they can work out what percentage of questions I answer correctly. If I’m telling the truth, pure guesswork should mean half of my answers are correct.

Anything significantly above or below 50 per cent could mean I’m trying to ‘influence’ the result by deliberately getting things right or wrong.

The chance of someone with memory loss answering only ten questions correctly out of fifty, for example, is smaller than 5 per cent. I know enough about statistics to see the objective.

Wickham has been taking notes. No doubt he’s studying the distribution of my answers - looking for patterns that might indicate something other than random chance.

Stopping him, I ask, ‘Who wrote these questions?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Guess.’

He blinks at me.

‘Come on, Doc, true or false? I’ll accept a guess. Is this a test to see if I’m faking memory loss?’

‘I don’t know what you mean,’ he stammers.

‘If I can guess the answer, so can you. Who put you up to this - Internal Affairs or Campbell Smith?’

Struggling to his feet, he tucks the clipboard under his arm and turns towards the door. I wish I’d met him on the rugby field. I’d have driven his head into a muddy hole.

 



Swinging my legs out of bed, I put one foot on the floor. The lino is cool and slightly sticky. Gulping hard on the pain, I slide my forearms into the plastic cuffs of the crutches.

I’m supposed to be using a support frame on wheels but I’m too vain. I’m not going to walk around in a chrome cage like some geriatric in a post office queue. I look in the cupboard for my clothes. Empty.

I know it sounds paranoid but they’re not telling me  everything. Someone must know what I was doing on the river. Someone will have heard the shots or seen something. Why haven’t they found any bodies?

Halfway down the corridor I see Campbell talking to Wickham. Two detectives are with them. I recognise one of them: John Keebal. I used to work with him until he joined the Met’s Anti-Corruption Group, otherwise known as the Ghost Squad.

Keebal is one of those coppers who call all gays ‘fudgepackers’ and Asians ‘Pakis’. He is loud, bigoted and totally obsessed with the job. When the Marchioness riverboat sank in the Thames, he did thirteen death-knocks before lunchtime, telling people their kids had drowned. He knew exactly what to say and when to stop talking. A man like that can’t be all bad.

‘Where do you think you’re going?’ asks Campbell.

‘I thought I might get some fresh air.’

Keebal interrupts, ‘Yeah, just got a whiff of something myself.’

I push past them heading for the lift.

‘You can’t possibly leave,’ says Wickham. ‘Your dressing has to be changed every few days. You need painkillers.’

‘Fill my pockets and I’ll self-administer.’

Campbell grabs my arm. ‘Don’t be so bloody foolish.’

I realise I’m shaking.

‘Have you found anyone? Any . . . any bodies.’

‘No.’

‘I’m not faking this, you know. I really can’t remember.’

‘I know.’

He steers me away from the others. ‘But you know the drill. The IPCC has to investigate.’

‘What’s Keebal doing here?’

‘He wants to talk to you.’

‘Do I need a lawyer?’

Campbell laughs but it doesn’t reassure me like it should. Before I can weigh up my options, Keebal leads me down the corridor to the hospital lounge - a stark, windowless place, with burnt orange sofas and posters of healthy people. He unbuttons his jacket and takes a seat, waiting for me to lever myself down from my crutches.

‘I hear you nearly met the Grim Reaper.’

‘He offered me a room with a view.’

‘And you turned him down?’

‘I’m not a good traveller.’

For the next ten minutes we shoot the breeze about mutual acquaintances and old times working in west London. He asks about my mother and I tell him she’s in a retirement village.

‘Some of those places can be pretty expensive.’

‘Yep.’

‘Where you living nowadays?’

‘Right here.’

The coffee arrives and Keebal keeps talking. He gives me his opinion on the proliferation of firearms, random violence and senseless crimes. The police are becoming easy targets and scapegoats all at once. I know what he’s trying to do. He wants to draw me in with a spiel about good guys having to stick together.

Keebal is one of those police officers who adopt a warrior ethic as though something separates them from normal society. They listen to politicians talk about the war on crime and the war on drugs and the war on terror and they  start picturing themselves as soldiers fighting to keep the streets safe.

‘How many times have you put your life on the line, Ruiz? You think any of the bastards care? The left call us pigs and the right call us Nazis. Sieg, sieg, oink! Sieg, sieg, oink!’ He throws his right arm forward in a Nazi salute.

I stare at the signet ring on his pinkie and think of Orwell’s Animal Farm.

Keebal is on a roll. ‘We don’t live in a perfect world and we don’t have perfect police officers, eh? But what do they expect? We have no fucking resources and we’re fighting a system that lets criminals out quicker than we can catch them. And all this new age touchy-feely waa waa bullshit they pass off as crime prevention has done nothing for you and me. And it’s done nothing for the poor misguided kids who get caught up in crime.

‘A while back I went to a conference and some lard-arse criminologist with an American accent told us that police officers had no enemies. “Criminals are not the enemy, crime is”, he said. Jesus wept! Have you ever heard anything so stupid? I had to stop myself giving this guy a slap.’

Keebal leans in a little closer. I smell peanuts on his breath.

‘I don’t blame coppers for being pissed off. And I can understand when they pocket a little for themselves, as long as they’re not dealing drugs or hurting children, eh?’ He puts his hand on my shoulder. ‘I can help you. Just tell me what happened that night.’

‘I don’t remember.’

‘Am I correct in assuming therefore you cannot identify the person who shot you?’

‘You would be correct in that assumption.’

My sarcasm seems to light a fire under Keebal. He knows I’m not buying his we’re-all-alone-in-the-trenches bullshit.

‘Where are the diamonds?’

‘What diamonds?’

He tries to change the subject.

‘No. No. Stop! What diamonds?’

He shouts over me. ‘The decks of that boat were awash with blood. People died but we haven’t found any bodies and nobody has been reported missing. What does that suggest to you?’

He makes me think. The victims probably had no close ties or they were engaged in something illegal. I want to go back to the diamonds, but Keebal has his own agenda.

‘I read an interesting statistic the other day. Thirty-five per cent of offenders found guilty of homicide claim amnesia of the event.’

More bloody statistics. ‘You think I’m lying.’

‘I think you’re bent.’

I reach for my crutches and swing on to my feet. ‘Since you know all the answers, Keebal, you tell me what happened. Oh, that’s right - you weren’t there. Then again - you never are. When real coppers are out risking their lives, you’re at home tucked up in bed watching reruns of  The Bill. You risk nothing and you persecute honest coppers for standards that you couldn’t piss over. Get out of here. And next time you want to talk to me you better come armed with an arrest warrant and a set of handcuffs.’

Keebal’s face turns a slapped red colour. He does lots of preening and flexing as he walks away, yelling over his shoulder, ‘The only person you got fooled is that neurologist. Nobody else believes you. You’re gonna wish that bullet had done the job.’

I try to chase him down the corridor, hopping on one crutch and screaming my head off. Two black orderlies hold me back, pinning my arms behind my back.

Finally, I calm down and they take me back to my room. Maggie gives me a small plastic cup of syrupy liquid and soon I’m like Alice in Wonderland shrinking into the room. The white folds of the bedclothes are like an Arctic wasteland.

The dream has a whiff of strawberry lip gloss and spearmint breath - a missing girl in a pink and orange bikini. Her name is Mickey Carlyle and she’s wedged in the rocks in my mind like a spar of driftwood, bleached white by the sun - as white as her skin and the fine hairs on her forearms. She is four feet high, tugging at my sleeve, saying, ‘Why didn’t you ever find me? You promised my friend Sarah that you’d find me.’

She even says it in the same voice that Sarah used when she asked me for an ice-cream cone. ‘You promised me. You said I could have one if I told you what happened.’

Mickey disappeared not far from here. You might even be able to see Randolph Avenue from the window. It’s a solid, red-brick canyon of mansion blocks built as cheap Victorian housing but now the flats cost hundreds of thousands of pounds. I could save for ten years or two hundred and never afford to buy one.

I can still picture the lift, an old-fashioned metal cage that rattled and twanged between the landings. The stairs wrapped around the lift shaft, turning back and forth as they rose. Mickey grew up playing on those stairs, holding  impromptu concerts after school because the acoustics were so good. She sang with a lisp because of the gap in her front teeth.

Three years have passed since then. The world has tuned out of her story because there are other crimes to titillate and horrify - dead beauty queens, the war on terror, sportsmen behaving badly . . . Mickey hasn’t gone away. She is still here. She is like the ghost who sits opposite me at every feast and the voice inside my head when I fall asleep. I know she’s alive. I know it deep down inside, where my guts are tied in knots. I know it but I can’t prove it.

It was the first week of the summer holidays, three years ago, when she entered my life. Eighty-five steps and then darkness; she vanished. How can a child disappear in a building with only five floors and eleven flats?

We searched every one of them - every room, cupboard and crawl space. I even checked the same places over and over again, somehow expecting her suddenly to be there, despite all the other searches.

Mickey was seven years old with blonde hair, blue eyes and a gap-toothed smile. She was last seen wearing a bikini, a white Alice band, red canvas shoes and carrying a striped beach towel.

Police cars had blocked the street outside and the neighbours were organising searches. Someone had set up a trestle table with jugs of iced water and bottles of cordial. The temperature reached 30°C at nine o’clock that morning and the air smelled of hot bitumen and exhaust fumes.

A fat guy in baggy green shorts was taking photographs. I didn’t recognise him at first but I knew him from somewhere. Where?

Then it came back to me, like it always does. Cottesloe Park - an Anglican boarding school in Warrington. His name was Howard Wavell, a baffling, unfortunate figure, who was three years behind me. My memory triumphs again.

I knew Mickey hadn’t left the building. I had a witness. Her name was Sarah Jordan and she was only nine but she knew what she knew. Sitting on the bottom stair, sipping a can of lemonade, she brushed mousy brown hair from her eyes. Tiny crosses clung to her earlobes like pieces of silver foil.

Sarah wore a blue and yellow swimsuit, with white shorts over the top, brown sandals and a baseball cap. Her legs were pale and spotted with insect bites pink from her scratching. Too young to be body conscious, she swung her knees open and closed, resting her cheek against the coolness of the banister.

‘My name is Detective Inspector Ruiz,’ I said, sitting next to her. ‘Tell me what happened again.’

She sighed and straightened her legs. ‘I pressed the buzzer, like I said.’

‘Which buzzer?’

‘Eleven. Where Mickey lives.’

‘Show me which button you pressed.’

She sighed again and walked across the foyer through the large front door. The intercom was just outside. She pointed to the top button. Pink nail varnish had been chipped off her fingernails.

‘See! I know what number eleven is.’

‘Of course you do. What happened then?’

‘Mickey’s mum said Mickey would be right down.’

‘Is that exactly what she said? Word for word?’

Her brow furrowed in concentration. ‘No. First she said hello and I said hello. And I asked if Mickey could come and play. We were going to sunbathe in the garden and play under the hose. Mr Murphy lets us use the sprinkler. He says we’re helping him water the lawn at the same time.’

‘And who is Mr Murphy?’

‘Mickey says he owns the building, but I think he’s just the caretaker.’

‘Mickey didn’t come down?’

‘No.’

‘How long did you wait?’

‘Ages and ages.’ She fans her face with her hand. ‘Can I have an ice cream?’

‘In a minute . . . Did anyone come past you while you were waiting?’

‘No.’

‘And you didn’t leave these steps - not even to get a drink . . .’

She shook her head.

‘ . . . or to talk to a friend, or to pat a dog?’

‘No.’

‘What happened then?’

‘Mickey’s mum came down with the rubbish. Then she said, “What are you doing? Where’s Mickey?” And I said, “I’m still waiting for her.” Then she said she came down ages ago. Only she never did because I’ve been here the whole time . . .’

‘What did you do then?’

‘Mickey’s mum told me to wait. She said not to move, so I sat on the stairs.’

‘Did anyone come past you?’

‘Only the neighbours who helped look for Mickey.’

‘Do you know their names?’

‘Some of them.’ She counted quietly on her fingers and listed them. ‘Is this a mystery?’

‘I guess you could call it that.’

‘Where did Mickey go?’

‘I don’t know, sweetheart, but we’re going to find her.’




3

Professor Joseph O’Loughlin has arrived to see me. I can see him walking across the hospital car park with his left leg swinging as if bound in a splint. His mouth is moving - smiling, wishing people good morning and making jokes about how he likes his martinis shaken not stirred. Only the Professor could make fun of Parkinson’s disease.

Joe is a clinical psychologist and looks exactly like you’d expect a shrink to look - tall and thin with a tangle of brown hair like some absent-minded academic escaped from a lecture theatre.

We met a few years back during a murder investigation when I had him pegged as a possible killer until it turned out to be one of his patients. I don’t think he mentions that in his lectures.

Knocking gently on the door, he opens it and smiles  awkwardly. He has one of those totally open faces with wet brown eyes like a baby seal just before it gets clubbed.

‘I hear you’re suffering memory problems.’

‘Yeah, who the fuck are you?’

‘Very good. Nice to see you haven’t lost your sense of humour.’

He turns around several times trying to decide where to put his briefcase. Then he takes a notepad and pulls up a chair, sitting with his knees touching the bed. Finally settled, he looks at me and says nothing - as though I’ve asked him to come because there’s something on my mind.

This is what I hate about shrinks. The way they create silences and have you questioning your sanity. This wasn’t my idea. I can remember my name. I know where I live. I know where I put the car keys and parked the car. I’m tickety-boo.

‘How are you feeling?’

‘Some bastard shot me.’

Without warning his left arm jerks and trembles. Self-consciously, he holds it down.

‘How’s the Parkinson’s?’

‘I’ve stopped ordering soup at restaurants.’

‘Very wise.’

‘Julianne?’

‘She’s great.’

‘And the girls?’

‘They’re growing up.’

Swapping small talk and family stories has never been a feature of our relationship. Usually, I invite myself round to Joe’s place for dinner, drink his wine, flirt with his wife and shamelessly milk him for ideas about unsolved cases.

Joe knows this, of course - not because he’s so bloody clever but because I’m so transparent.

I like him. He’s a privately educated, middle-class pseud but that’s OK. And I like Julianne, his wife, who for some reason thinks she can marry me off again because my track record shouldn’t be held against me.

‘I take it you met my boss.’

‘The Chief Superintendent.’

‘What did you make of him?’

Joe shrugs. ‘He seems very professional.’

‘Come on, Prof, you can do better than that. Tell me what you really think.’

Joe makes a little ‘Tsh’ sound, like a cymbal. He knows I’m challenging him.

Clearing his throat, he glances at his hands. ‘The Chief Superintendent is a well-spoken career police officer, who is self-conscious about his double chins and colours his hair. He is asthmatic. He wears Calvin Klein aftershave. He is married with three daughters, who have him so tightly wrapped around their little fingers he should be dipped in silver and engraved. They are vegetarians and won’t let him eat meat at home so he eats meals at the station canteen. He reads P. D. James novels and likes to think of himself as Adam Dalgleish, although he doesn’t write poetry and he’s not particularly perceptive. And he has a very irritating habit of lecturing rather than listening to people.’

I let out a low admiring whistle. ‘Have you been stalking this guy?’

Joe suddenly looks embarrassed. Some people would make it sound like a party trick but he always seems genuinely surprised that he knows even half this stuff. And  it’s not like he plucks details out of the air. I could ask him to justify every statement and he’d rattle off the answers. He will have seen Campbell’s asthma puffer, recognised his aftershave, watched him eat and seen the photographs of his children . . .

This is what frightens me about Joe. It’s as if he can crack open someone’s head and read the contents like tea leaves. You don’t want to get too close to someone like that because one day they might hold up a mirror and let you see what the world sees.

Joe is thumbing through my medical notes, looking at the results of the CT and MRI scans. He closes the folder. ‘So what happened?’

‘A rifle, a bullet, usual story.’

‘What’s the first thing you do recall?’

‘Waking up in here.’

‘And the last thing?’

I don’t answer him. I’ve been racking my brain for two days - ever since I woke up - and all I can come up with is pizza.

‘How do you feel now?’

‘Frustrated. Angry.’

‘Because you can’t remember?’

‘Nobody knows what I was doing on the river. It wasn’t a police operation. I acted alone. I’m not a maverick. I don’t go off half-cocked like some punk kid with “Born to Lose” tattooed on my chest . . . They’re treating me like some sort of criminal.’

‘The doctors?’

‘The police.’

‘You could be reacting to not being able to remember.

You feel excluded. You think everyone knows the secret except you.’

‘You think I’m paranoid.’

‘It’s a common symptom of amnesia. You think people are holding out on you.’

Yeah, well that doesn’t explain Keebal. He’s visited me three times already, making false charges and outrageous claims. The more I refuse to talk, the harder he bullies.

Joe rolls his pen over his knuckles. ‘I once had a patient, thirty-five years old, with no history of neurological or psychiatric disorders. He slipped on an icy footpath and hit his head. He didn’t lose consciousness or anything like that. He bounced straight up on to his feet and kept walking . . .’

‘Is there a point to this story?’

‘ . . . He didn’t remember falling over. And he no longer knew where he was going. He had totally forgotten what had happened in the previous twelve hours, yet he knew his name and recognised his wife and kids. It’s called Transient Global Amnesia. Minutes, hours or days disappear. Self-identification is still possible and sufferers behave otherwise normally but they can’t remember a particular event or a missing period of time.’

‘But the memories come back, right?’

‘Not always.’

‘What happened to your patient?’

‘At first we thought he’d only forgotten the fall, but other memories had also gone missing. He didn’t remember his earlier marriage; or a house he’d once built. And he had no knowledge of John Major ever being Prime Minister.’

‘It wasn’t all bad then.’

Joe smiles. ‘It’s too early to say if your memory loss is permanent. Head trauma is only one possibility. Most recorded cases have been preceded by physical and emotional stress. Getting shot would qualify. Sexual intercourse and diving into cold water have also triggered attacks . . .’

‘I’ll remember not to shag in the plunge pool.’

My sarcasm falls flat. Joe carries on. ‘During traumatic events our brains radically alter the balance of our hormones and neuro-chemicals. This is like our survival mode - our fight or flight response. Sometimes when the threat ends, our brains stay in survival mode for a while - just in case. We have to convince your brain it can let go.’

‘How do we do that?’

‘We talk. We investigate. We use diaries and photographs to prompt recollections.’

‘When did you last see me?’ I ask him suddenly.

He thinks for a moment. ‘We had dinner about four months ago. Julianne wanted you to meet one of her friends.’

‘The publishing editor.’

‘That’s the one. Why do you ask?’

‘I’ve been asking everyone. I call them up and say, “Hey, what’s new? That’s great. Listen, when did you last see me? Yeah, it’s been too long. We should get together . . . ”.’

‘And what have you discovered?’

‘I’m lousy at keeping in touch with people.’

‘OK, but that’s the right idea. We have to find the missing pieces.’

‘Can’t you just hypnotise me?’

‘No. And a blow on the head doesn’t help either.’

Reaching for his briefcase, his left arm trembles. He retrieves a folder and takes out a small square piece of cardboard, frayed at the edges.

‘They found this in your pocket. It’s water-damaged.’

He turns his hand. Saliva dries on my lips.

It’s a photograph of Mickey Carlyle. She’s wearing her school uniform and grinning at the camera with her gappy smile like she’s laughing at something we can’t see.

Instead of confusion I feel an overwhelming sense of relief. I’m not going mad. This does have something to do with Mickey.

‘You’re not surprised.’

‘No.’

‘Why?’

‘You’re going to think I’m crazy, but I’ve been having these dreams.’

Already I can see the psychologist in him turning my statements into symptoms.

‘You remember the investigation and trial?’

‘Yes.’

‘Howard Wavell went to prison for her murder.’

‘Yes.’

‘You don’t think he killed her?’

‘I don’t think she’s dead.’

Now I get a reaction. He’s not such a poker face after all.

‘What about the evidence?’

I raise my hands. My bandaged hand could be a white flag. I know all the arguments. I helped put the case together. All of the evidence pointed to Howard, including the fibres, bloodstains and his lack of an alibi. The jury did its job  and justice prevailed; justice polled on one day in the hearts of twelve people.

The law ruled a line through Mickey’s name and put a full stop after Howard’s. Logic agrees but my heart can’t accept it. I simply cannot conceive of a world that Mickey isn’t a part of.

Joe glances at the photograph again. ‘Do you remember putting this in your wallet?’

‘No.’

‘Can you think why?’

I shake my head but in the back of my mind I wonder if perhaps I wanted to be able to recognise her. ‘What else was I carrying?’

Joe reads from a list. ‘A shoulder holster, a wallet, keys and a pocket knife . . . You used your belt as a tourniquet to slow the bleeding.’

‘I don’t remember.’

‘Don’t worry. We’re going to go back. We’re going to follow the clues you left behind - receipts, invoices, appointments, diaries . . . We’ll retrace your steps.’

‘And I’ll remember.’

‘Or learn to remember.’

He turns towards the window and glances at the sky as though planning a picnic. ‘Do you fancy a day out?’

‘I don’t think I’m allowed.’

He takes a letter from his jacket pocket. ‘Don’t worry - I booked ahead.’

Joe waits while I dress, struggling with the buttons on my shirt because of my bandaged hand.

‘Do you want some help?’

‘No.’ I say it too harshly. ‘I have to learn.’

Keebal watches me as I cross the foyer, giving me a look like I’m dating his sister. I resist the urge to salute him.

Outside, I raise my face to the sunshine and take a deep breath. Planting the points of my crutches carefully, I move across the car park and see a familiar figure waiting in an unmarked police car. DC Alisha Kaur Barba (everyone calls her Ali) is studying a textbook for her sergeant’s exam. Anybody who commits half that stuff to memory deserves to make Chief Constable.

Smiling at me nervously, she opens the car door. Indian women have such wonderful skin and dark wet eyes. She’s wearing tailored trousers and a white blouse that highlights the small gold medallion around her neck.

Ali used to be the youngest member of the Serious Crime Group and we worked on the Mickey Carlyle case together. She had the makings of a great detective but Campbell wouldn’t recommend a promotion.

Nowadays she works with the DPG (Diplomatic Protection Group), looking after ambassadors, diplomats and protecting witnesses. Perhaps that’s why she’s here now - to protect me.

As we drive out of the car park, she glances at me in the mirror, waiting for some sign of recognition.

‘So tell me about yourself, Detective Constable.’

A furrow forms just above her nose. ‘My name is Alisha Barba. I’m in the Diplomatic Protection Group.’

‘Have we met before?’

‘Ah - well - yes, sir, you used to be my boss.’

‘Fancy that! That’s one of the three great things about having amnesia: apart from being able to hide my own Easter eggs, I get to meet new people every day.’

After a long pause, Ali asks, ‘What’s the third thing, sir?’

‘I get to hide my own Easter eggs.’

She starts to laugh and I flick her on the ear. ‘Of course I remember you. Ali Baba, the catcher of thieves.’

She grins at me sheepishly.

Beneath her short jacket I notice a shoulder holster. She’s carrying a gun - an MP5 Carbine A2, with a solid stock. It’s strange seeing her carrying a firearm because so few officers in the Met are authorised to have one.

Driving south-east past Victoria and Whitehall to the Thames Embankment, we skirt parks and gardens that are dotted with office workers eating lunch on the grass - healthy girls with skirts full of autumn sunshine and fresh air and men dozing with their jackets under their heads.

Turning along Victoria Embankment, I glimpse the Thames, sliding between the smooth stone banks. Waxing and waning beneath lion-head gargoyles, it rolls under the bridges, past the Tower of London and on towards Canary Wharf and Rotherhithe.

Ali parks the car in a small lane alongside Cannon Street Station. There are seventeen stone steps leading down to a narrow gravel beach slowly being exposed by the tide. On closer inspection the beach is not gravel but broken pottery, bricks, rubble and shards of glass worn smooth by the water.

‘This is where they found you,’ Joe says, sliding his hand across the horizon until it rests on a yellow navigation buoy, streaked with rust.

‘Marilyn Monroe.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘It’s nothing.’

Above our heads the trains accelerate and brake as they leave and enter the station across a railway bridge.

‘They say you lost about four pints of blood. The cold water slowed down your metabolism, which probably saved your life. You also had the presence of mind to use your belt as a tourniquet . . .’

‘What about the boat?’

‘That wasn’t found until later that morning, drifting east of Tower Bridge. Any of this coming back?’

I shake my head.

‘There was a tide running that night. The water level was about four feet higher than it is now. And the tide was running at about five knots an hour. Given your blood loss and body temperature that puts the shooting about three miles upstream . . .’

Give or take about a thousand different variables, I think to myself, but I see where he’s coming from. He is trying to work backwards.

‘You had blood on your trousers, along with a mixture of clay, sediment and traces of benzene and ammonia.’

‘Was the boat engine running?’

‘It had run out of fuel.’

‘Did anyone report shots being fired on the river?’

‘No.’

I stare across the shit-brown water, slick with leaves and debris. This was once the busiest thoroughfare in the city; a source of wealth, cliques, clubs, boundary disputes, ancient jealousies, salvage battles and folklore. Nowadays, three people can get shot within a few miles of Tower Bridge and nobody sees a thing.

A blue and white police launch pulls into view. The  sergeant is wearing orange overalls and a baseball cap, along with a life vest that makes his chest look barrel-shaped. He offers his hand as I negotiate the gangway. Ali has donned a sunhat as though we’re off for a spot of fishing.

A tourist boat cruises past, sending us rocking in its wake. Camcorders and digital cameras record the moment as though we’re part of London’s rich tapestry. The sergeant pushes back on the throttle and we turn against the current and head upstream beneath Southwark Bridge.

The river runs faster on the inside of each bend, rushing along smooth stone walls, pulling at boats on their moorings, creating pressure waves against the foundations of the bridge.

A young girl with long black hair rows in a single scull. Her back is curved and her forearms slick with perspiration. I follow her wake and then raise my eyes to the buildings and the sky above them. High white clouds are like chalk marks against the blue.

The Millennium Wheel looks like something that should be floating in space instead of scooping up tourists. Nearby a class of school children sit on benches, the girls dressed in tartan skirts and blue stockings. Joggers ghost past them along Albert Embankment.

I can’t remember if it was a clear night. You don’t often see stars in London because of light and air pollution. At most they appear as half a dozen faint dots overhead or sometimes you can see Mars in the south-east. On a cloudy night some stretches of the river, particularly opposite the parks, are almost in total darkness. The gates are locked at sunset.

A century ago people made a living out of pulling bodies from the Thames. They knew every little race and eddy where a floater might bob up. The mooring chains and ropes, the stationary boats and barges that split the current into arrow-heads.

When I first came down from Lancashire I was posted with the Thames Water Police. We used to pull two bodies a week out of the river, mostly suicides. You see the wannabes all the time, leaning from bridges, staring into the depths. That’s the nature of the river - it can carry away all your hopes and ambitions or deliver them up unchanged.

The bullet that put a hole in my leg was travelling at high velocity: a sniper’s bullet fired from long range. There must have been enough light for the shooter to see me. Either that or he used an infrared sight. He could have been anywhere within a thousand yards but probably only half that distance. At five hundred yards the angle of dispersion can be measured in single inches - enough to miss the heart or the head.

This was no ordinary contract killer. Few have this sort of skill. Most hitmen kill at close range, lying in wait or pulling alongside cars at traffic lights, pumping bullets through the window. This one was different. He lay prone, completely still, cradling the stock against his chin, caressing the trigger . . . A sniper is like a computer firing system, able to calculate distance, wind speed, direction and air temperature. Someone had to train him - probably the armed forces.

Scanning the broken skyline of factories, cranes and apartment blocks, I try to picture where the shooter was  hiding. He must have been above me. It can’t have been easy trying to hit targets on the water. The slightest breeze and movement of the boat would have caused him to miss. Each shot would have created a flash, giving away his position.

The tide is still going out and the river shrinks inwards exposing a slick of mud where seagulls fight for scraps in the slime and the remnants of ancient piles stick up from the shallows like rotting teeth.

The Professor looks decidedly uncomfortable. I don’t think speed or boats agree with him. ‘Why were you on the river?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Speculate.’

‘I was meeting someone or following someone . . .’

‘With information about Mickey Carlyle?’

‘Maybe.’

Why would someone meet on a boat? It seems an odd choice. Then again, the river at night is relatively deserted once the dinner party cruises have finished. It’s a quick escape route.

‘Why would someone shoot you?’ asks Joe.

‘Perhaps we had a falling out or . . .’

‘Or what?’

‘It was a mopping-up operation. We haven’t found any bodies. Maybe we’re not supposed to.’

Christ this is frustrating! I want to reach into my skull and press my fingers into the grey porridge until I feel the key that’s hidden there.
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