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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      I nod.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Next, Friday 8.42pm. Where are you?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      I hear the door as Alesha returns.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Jenny, it’s me, Briony.”

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

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

      “It’s just what?”

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

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

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

      “Are you serious?”

      “Totally serious.”

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

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

      “You don’t remember seeing anyone?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      My first thought is that it doesn’t matter, but then it occurs to me that I’m likely to undergo some intimate questioning and I don’t think I would be comfortable talking to a man. I won’t be comfortable talking to anyone, but the idea of a male stranger seems so much more daunting. “A female officer, please,” I reply.
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      It may only have been a matter of minutes but, to me, it seems an interminable length of time before the officer arrives. “Hello, I’m W.P.C. Paula Fleming. I’m a trained Sexual Offences Liaison Officer, or S.O.L.O. for short. I’d like to take you through to what we call the comfort suite so we can get a full statement from you. We can either do this privately or, if you prefer, your friend can come and sit with you.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Yes, no problem.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “This is really difficult,” I say.

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

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

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

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