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  Chapter One




  What’s your first memory? Mine is of darkness, of weightlessness, of waiting. A stir of awareness, a drifting up towards consciousness only to sink back into

  nothingness.




  ‘Kate? Kate, can you hear me?’




  I can hear a voice. I don’t know who Kate is, but she doesn’t answer. Perhaps she is like me, floating, suspended in the dark. It feels peaceful, this blankness. A thick, cushiony

  absence of sensation. Whenever I drift close to its surface, the blackness is jagged with shards of pain and a clamouring terror that sends me scuttling back into the shelter of the dark.




  It is later, I think. There’s a sound I don’t recognize: a lazy hiss, a long sigh, but too regular to be human. In my head, the sense of waiting is stronger,

  spiralling slowly at first into insistence, and then urgency. There is something I need to do, something important, but a nameless, shapeless horror is licking its lips at the edges of my

  consciousness, and I’m afraid. I know I must wake up, I must remember, but I can’t, I won’t. It’s safer to stay hidden in the dark.




  Fragments.




  ‘How long can she go on like this?’ A voice, fretful.




  ‘She’s breathing on her own now. The doctors say we just have to wait.’ A different voice. Calm, cold. No way of telling if the voices belong to a man or a woman. They come to

  me from a great distance, distorted by the depths of my unconsciousness.




  ‘It would have been better if she’d died.’ Bitterly.




  ‘Don’t say that.’ A pause. ‘Not here.’




  It could be a dream. Does that mean I am asleep? I think I must be.




  A sensation of not being alone, a hand cool against my wrist, and dread, stabbing out of nowhere. Someone bending over me. I can feel the press of a body, feel breath on my

  cheek, and a whispering in my ear, rank with malice.




  ‘You were supposed to die.’




  It is quick, so quick I may be imagining it, but I’m sure of the relief that floods through me when the fingers slide from my arm and whoever it is straightens.




  ‘Oh, nurse, how is she doing today?’




  That may be a dream, too. I hope it is. I hope I am dreaming.




  Remember. You must remember. The thought struggles through the dark and the fear and a white glare of pain, but it is like putting a shoulder to a stiff door. I strain

  to open my mind, but when I force a crack all I can see is terror swooping towards me and I try to scream but I can’t open my mouth. I can’t breathe. I can’t move. I

  can’t move!




  ‘I think she might be coming round.’




  Brisk footsteps, competent fingers at my wrist. ‘I’m just going to give you something for the pain, Kate.’




  A prick, lightning quick, and then a plummet back into the blissful blankness.




  There are huge weights on my eyelids and a relentless, unnatural noise is nagging me awake. Beep, beep, beep, beep. With a huge effort, I manage to open my eyes. I see a wall,

  flat and bright and somehow strange, and something about it makes my mind throb with alarm. I hurt all over and my mouth is so dry I can’t swallow.




  My eyes drop from the wall to a sheet. It is white and smooth. A bed. I am in a bed. At last something that makes sense.




  But I can’t move. I try to lift an arm, to twitch a toe, but my body won’t respond. An invisible beast has me pinned to the bed, and my heart panics like a trapped bird, battering

  frantically in my chest, as I let my eyes close.




  ‘Good God! Fiona! She just opened her eyes!’ An urgent rustle, like paper being hastily discarded.




  ‘Are you sure?’




  A body leaning over me. I smell fine wool, dogs, a reassuringly familiar hint of leather. ‘Get the nurse! Kate? Kate, can you hear me?’




  ‘Jasper, stand back. Let the nurse see.’




  A pause, and then an authoritative hand is laid on my wrist. ‘Kate? Can you open your eyes?’




  I don’t know who Kate is, but the voice is clearly speaking to me. I force my lids open to see a woman dressed in a blue tunic. The colour hurts my eyes and there is a wrongness to her

  clothes that I can’t identify.




  ‘Where . . . ?’ There is something blocking my throat, a pipe of some sort that makes me gag, and the woman squeezes my hand kindly.




  ‘Don’t try to speak, Kate. You’ve had an accident, and you’re in hospital, but we’re looking after you and you’re going to be fine.’ She smiles at me.

  ‘Would you like to see your family while I call the doctor?’




  She steps back to reveal a man with frayed features and a weak mouth. There is a faint twitch under his right eye. Beside him is a woman. Her hair is an elegant ash blonde, and neatly combed.

  It’s difficult for me to judge how old they are. In their fifties, maybe? The man’s fair hair is faded, and it flops over his forehead. Once he must have been very attractive, but now

  he looks worn, blurred, as if the edges of him have been rubbed out.




  I don’t recognize either of them.




  My eyes dart back to the nurse. I want to say, They’re not my family, but I can’t speak past the tube in my throat.




  ‘Hello, Kate,’ says the man, trying a jovial smile that doesn’t quite work. ‘What a fright you gave us!’




  ‘Jasper!’ the woman says with a warning look. ‘There’s no need for that now.’ She is a handsome woman, but her eyes are cool. ‘We’re very glad to see

  you awake, Kate,’ she says.




  I try to shake my head, but all I can do is shift it slightly against the pillow. There is so much that is wrong, I can’t take it in. They are strange people, in strange clothes, speaking

  in strange voices. And why do they keep calling me Kate? My name isn’t Kate. It is . . .




  I don’t know, I realize. I don’t know who I am. Horror yawns around me and I close my eyes in desperation.




  ‘Don’t worry if she doesn’t know you at first,’ the nurse says over me. ‘It’s quite common for patients to be confused when they first regain consciousness,

  and it may take some time for her memory to return. It’s best to let her come round slowly, but it’s very good news that she’s out of the coma. We’ll call you if

  there’s any change overnight, of course, but let her sleep now.’




  They have taken the tube out of my throat. It hurts to talk, but I have had a drink through a straw and I feel properly awake for the first time.




  Now I am lying propped up in the bed, attached by a bewildering number of wires to various machines. My eyes are skittering around the room. I don’t recognize anything. There is something

  profoundly wrong about this world, with its pale, painted walls and its pervasive smell that is both pungent and curiously blank at the same time. The windows are covered by strange slatted

  hangings, and they seem to open into another room rather than onto a street or a garden. I can’t see the sky. The light is unnatural, constant. I have no sense of time. Is it morning, or

  evening? There is no way of telling.




  Sounds are subdued in here. I strain my ears for something familiar – a laugh, a dog barking, a child crying – but there is nothing I recognize, just lowered voices, the faint squeak

  of shoes outside the door, and the slow, painful thud of my heart, while in my head, terror roars. I don’t dare turn my mind, don’t dare face the dull dread that looms out of the dense,

  impenetrable shadows where my memory should be. I have tried to remember, but it is like groping blindly through fog: impressions of shock, of the sudden, sickening sensation of falling, tumbling

  horrifyingly through the air. A figure is there, but the harder I try to make out its face, the more it recedes.




  I don’t know who I am or where I am. I know only that I am alone and I am frightened.




  I’m in a different room. I don’t know how or why I came to be here. The bed is the same, high and narrow and curtainless, but there is a window with great glass

  panes and this time it looks outside, which is a relief, although all I can see is sky. The clouds are a pale, mottled grey and the light seems peculiar, although I can’t put my finger on

  why.




  Two women are standing by the bed. One is dressed in the same harsh blue as the woman who told me not to try to speak. Nurse. The word floats into my mind and I clutch at it. She is a

  nurse. I’m not sure how I know this, but I do, and I know what a nurse does. She cares for the sick.




  The other woman wears a white coat. She has smooth skin, brown as a nut, and her hair is black and shiny. She is looking at a board in her hand, but as if sensing my gaze, she looks up and

  offers a brief smile.




  ‘I’m Dr Ramnaya, Kate. How are you feeling?’




  I think about it. I feel as if I have been beaten all over with cudgels. My head booms and throbs, and there is a relentless pain in my leg, but worse than that is not understanding where I am

  or who I am. ‘Afraid,’ I say. My tongue is so thick and unwieldy in my mouth that I can barely form the word, but she seems to understand.




  ‘You’re quite safe now,’ she says.




  ‘Have I had the sickness?’




  ‘You’ve had a very nasty fall,’ she tells me.




  Falling. Tumbling awkwardly, terrifyingly. My legs over my head. My arms flailing. My heavy skirts dragging me down, down, down. The scream blocked in my throat.




  Dr Ramnaya is lifting my eyelids and shining a light into my eyes. Can she see my confusion, my fear? ‘Can you remember what happened?’ she asks me.




  I moisten my lips and try to speak again. ‘Don’t remember anything,’ I manage with difficulty.




  ‘It’s quite normal to lose your memory after a traumatic brain injury,’ Dr Ramnaya says as she steps back. ‘You’ve fractured three ribs and your left femur –

  the bone in your thigh – has been badly broken. We’ve pinned that with an intramedullary nail, and stabilized your fractured pelvis with an internal plate. But we were initially more

  concerned about the fracture to your skull. Given that you fell over thirty metres, you’re very lucky to be alive at all,’ she tells me. ‘Fortunately, it seems that the branches

  of a tree broke your fall, but you were in a coma for almost a week, and retrograde amnesia is quite common in these circumstances.’




  I can’t make sense of what she is saying through the pounding in my head. I understand ‘tree’, ‘fall’, ‘week’, but the other words are tumbling and

  jarring around my brain as I try to work out what they mean. My confusion must show in my face, because Dr Ramnaya tries again.




  ‘You may forget who you are and incidents in your life, and you probably don’t remember much about being in the intensive care unit where you were taken at first, or being

  transferred to this hospital when your condition became more stable, but you’ll retain general information about the world – how to speak, how to ride a bicycle, that kind of

  thing.’




  What is a bicycle? But I am too confused to interrupt her.




  ‘You might also remember facts, but not the names of the people closest to you.’ Her fine brows draw together as she registers that I am struggling to follow her. ‘For

  instance, you probably know what the Queen is called?’




  She looks at me encouragingly, and I search my mind desperately, pushing aside all the words that are clamouring for an explanation. There must be something in there. And sure enough, as I probe

  the darkness, a name rises to the surface. ‘Elizabeth,’ I say slowly, and relief spills through me as I see her nod. Thank God, I have remembered something.




  ‘See?’ she says. ‘Your other memories may take more time to come back, but you should regain most of them eventually, and until then, try not to force it. The more you try, the

  less likely you are to remember, so let’s concentrate on your physical condition for now.




  ‘In the meantime, you’re in good hands,’ she tells me briskly. ‘You’ve been moved to a private hospital near York so that your family can visit you more easily.

  Although they’re able to care for you, they’ve explained that the house is very old and can’t be adapted, so you’ll need to be able to get up and down stairs before you can

  go home. Lord and Lady Vavasour have been very concerned.’




  Vavasour. The name chimes within me, and Dr Ramnaya must see my expression change, because she glances at the nurse.




  ‘That means something to you?’




  Already the feeling of recognition, the certainty that I am on the brink of remembering something important, is fading. ‘No, it’s gone,’ I say, frustrated in spite of what she

  has said about not trying too hard to remember.




  ‘Well, it’s not surprising that you recognize the name,’ she says. ‘It’s your name. Kate Vavasour.’




  No. It is the only thing I am instantly sure of: that is not my name. ‘I’m not Kate,’ I whisper. It is all I know. I am not Kate.




  ‘Try not to worry about it,’ the nurse says, squeezing my hand. ‘Give it time, and you’ll start to remember who you are, but for now, let’s concentrate on getting

  you better.’




  The couple who were here when I woke up before come back. I remember his floppy hair and the tic under his eye, her controlled smile. It feels good to be able to remember

  something, even if it is only since I woke up in hospital. Very gradually, the whirling confusion is settling, and a corner of my mind has cleared, just as Dr Ramnaya said it would. I do know what

  a bicycle is, of course I do. I know what a hospital is, too, and a stethoscope, and a television, and when they tell me that I’m in York I can picture the city perfectly. I understand what

  ‘amnesia’ means, and the nurses’ blue tunics and trousers no longer look unutterably strange. I can recognize that my visitor’s jumper is cashmere, and that he wears green

  cords and a navy Guernsey with a checked shirt and tie.




  But I still don’t know who I am.




  I have tried and tried, but all I remember is fear and a drumming sense of urgency. There is something I have to do, someone I have to find. I must remember, but I can’t. I cling onto the

  things that I do know, because if I try to think about anything else, my mind simply closes down in desperation.




  My visitors sit in the uncomfortable-looking chairs that are provided on one side of the bed. They tell me that they are Jasper and Fiona, Lord and Lady Vavasour, my parents-in-law. They say

  that I was married to their son, Michael, but that he died almost three years ago. Everything about Fiona is cool – her hair is pale, her jumper an icy blue, the pearls at her throat a

  gleaming ivory – but when she talks about her son, her hands close tightly around the arms of her chair and her knuckles show white.




  I am a widow, they say. I live with them now at Askerby Hall.




  No! I want to protest. No, my husband is not dead. He cannot be! I would know, I would feel it. But when I try to conjure up an image of him, there is nothing, just the rushing

  darkness in my head, and that frightens me more than anything. How could I have forgotten my dearest dear, my heart?




  My throat closes and I turn my face away from the grief in their eyes. I should weep, but how can I cry for someone I cannot remember?




  ‘But you have a son,’ Fiona says, and my pulse leaps with a recognition that lifts me off the pillow, careless of the pain in my ribs.




  My son! Yes, yes, I have a son! Of course.




  And it comes back to me, the terror, not for myself but for him. I don’t know why, but I have been terribly afraid for him. ‘He is safe?’ I ask urgently.




  ‘Of course he is safe.’ Impatience feathers Fiona’s voice as I crumple back against the pillows, the relief so sharp that I close my eyes at the sting of tears.




  ‘Thank God,’ I say, my eyes squeezed shut still, my fingers tight on the sheet, and I let out a shuddery breath. ‘Thank God.’ I have not realized until now why I have

  been so afraid, but of course it has been for my son. I open my eyes after a moment, when I am sure that I am not going to cry. Something tells me that Fiona will despise tears. ‘Can I see

  him?’




  ‘We didn’t want to upset him by bringing him in,’ Jasper says apologetically. ‘You’re still a bit . . . bashed up.’




  ‘We thought seeing you like this would distress him.’ Fiona is cooler.




  ‘We brought you a photo, though.’ Jasper produces a picture and puts it into my hands. ‘This is bound to jog your memory. There’s Felix.’




  I stare at the image of a small boy of about three, fair-haired, blue-eyed, with an alert, mischievous expression and an engaging smile. An endearing child, for certain, but not mine. I know it

  in my bones, and my heart hollows with dread.




  I shake my head. ‘No,’ I say. ‘That’s not my son.’ I can’t remember his name, but I know it isn’t him. I know it. I let the photo drop onto the

  blanket and look from Fiona to Jasper, these people who claim to be my family but who show me a child who is not mine. ‘Please, you have to tell me. Where is my son?’




  







  Chapter Two




  ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake!’




  ‘Gently, old thing.’ Jasper tries to lay a calming hand on Fiona’s arm, but she brushes it aside. ‘The doctor said we have to be patient.’




  ‘Haven’t we been patient enough with her?’ Fiona’s voice cracks and she presses her fingers to her forehead, fighting for control. ‘Dear God, if we have to go

  through all that again . . .’




  There is a long pause.




  ‘All what?’ I say at last, looking from one to the other. ‘What have I done?’




  Jasper forces a smile. ‘Nothing. Everybody’s upset. We’ve been very worried about you, Kate, you must understand that.’




  ‘Why do you keep calling me Kate?’ In spite of myself, my voice is shaking. ‘It’s not my name.’




  Fiona presses her lips so tightly together that they almost disappear, but she has herself under control once more. She lifts her head, exchanges a glance with Jasper. ‘You’re

  confused,’ she says coldly. ‘The doctors said you would be for a while. Thank heavens we didn’t bring Felix in,’ she adds to Jasper. ‘It would have been hard enough

  for him to see his mother in this state without her refusing to recognize him as well!’




  There is a tight band around my head, digging cruel fingers into my brain, and exhaustion crashes over me. ‘I’m sorry,’ I say, too tired to argue, and I’m relieved when

  the nurse comes in and says they must leave me to rest.




  A clinical psychologist comes to assess me. He is a stocky man with a receding hairline and shrewd eyes behind his glasses. He introduces himself as Oliver Raine, and says I

  can call him Oliver. He asks if I remember him as he sits down in one of the visitors’ chairs.




  ‘I don’t remember anything,’ I say, plucking fretfully at the sheet. There’s a thumping behind my right eye, a counterbalance to the nagging pain in my left leg. I have

  had my daily physiotherapy session earlier and I am aching and uncomfortable, and increasingly frustrated about my inability to remember my own name. It is infuriating and I can’t get past

  the conviction that the Vavasours are keeping my son from me.




  Remember, remember, you’ve got to remember. The words tick endlessly, fruitlessly, around in my head.




  ‘Have I met you before?’ I ask Oliver, and he nods.




  ‘I came to see you when you were first moved here, but I’m not surprised that you’ve forgotten. Some short-term memory impairment is quite normal following a brain injury like

  yours, and it can take some time to recover.’




  ‘How long?’ The sense of urgency is exhausting me, but the more I try to recall what it is I have to do, the blanker my mind becomes. ‘It’s awful,’ I tell him,

  embarrassed by the tremble in my voice. ‘I don’t even know my own name.’




  ‘We only realize how much we rely on our memory to function normally when we lose it.’ Oliver’s expression is sympathetic. ‘The brain is very complex, and when things go

  wrong the consequences can be profound, as I’m sure the doctors treating you have already explained. In your case, you remember how to use the television remote and speak English, but nothing

  about yourself. You’ve got a memory retrieval problem. It’s as if your brain is a library where all sorts of useful information is stored, and it’s been shoogled up and scattered

  by the injury to your brain. So where before you could go straight to the shelf which had the information you wanted, now you can’t find anything.’




  ‘I can’t even see the shelves,’ I say morosely.




  ‘But you are starting to remember again, aren’t you? The nurses tell me that you recognize them now.’




  ‘That’s true.’ I haven’t thought of that as a positive sign before. ‘And I remember Dr Ramnaya, and that Fiona and Jasper have been to see me.’




  Oliver nods his encouragement. ‘So your memory is working on storing new information, it just can’t get at anything that was stored before your accident.’




  My accident. I finger the wedding ring that looks so odd on my hand. ‘Oliver,’ I say abruptly. ‘What happened to me?’




  ‘Hasn’t anybody told you?’ He sits back in his chair, steepling his fingers as he regards me with a thoughtful expression.




  ‘Not really. A fall, they said.’




  ‘You fell from the roof of Askerby Hall.’




  A rushing in my ears. My stomach tilts as if I’m standing on the edge of a vertiginous drop, horror grabs at my throat, and then I’m tumbling into an abyss, my heavy skirts

  hampering my fall, making me twist and lurch awkwardly.




  I suck in a stuttery breath and will my thundering heart to calm as I press my palms into the hospital blanket. I am safe, I tell myself. I am not falling.




  ‘What . . . what was I doing on the roof?’




  ‘Nobody knows.’




  I think about the Vavasours, Fiona pressing her fingers to her forehead. Haven’t we been patient enough with her?




  ‘They think I jumped, don’t they?’




  ‘Did you?’




  No! The voice is loud in my head. I don’t remember, but I know. ‘No, I wouldn’t leave my son!’ My mouth works shamefully, and it is a struggle to keep

  my voice steady. ‘Why won’t they let me see him?’




  ‘He’s fine,’ says Oliver. ‘He’s safe, he’s well.’ He pauses. ‘Lady Vavasour says you don’t recognize his picture.’




  ‘Because it’s not my son.’ I press my fists to my temples. I can sense my child in the murky shadows of my mind. He’s just there, but when I try to reach for him, to pull

  him free and see his face, it sends his image drifting further into the distance. ‘Where is he? Why can’t I remember?’ I ask despairingly.




  ‘Perhaps you’re trying too hard.’ Oliver shifts in his chair and leans forward. ‘Let’s try something. Close your eyes.’




  I’m glad of the chance to hide the sheen of tears. Behind my eyelids I see a blurry pattern of light. ‘Are you going to hypnotize me?’




  ‘Nothing so elaborate,’ says Oliver. ‘I just want you to think about whether you know what it means to be happy.’




  ‘Yes,’ I say without hesitation.




  ‘Can you imagine yourself feeling happy?’




  ‘Yes,’ I say again, more slowly, delighted as the blur behind my eyelids clears and an unmistakable picture forms in my mind.




  ‘Good.’ Oliver’s voice is low and tranquil. ‘When you think about yourself being happy, what are you doing?’




  ‘I’m riding my mare.’ I can feel the bunch and slide of the horse’s powerful muscles, smell the leather of the saddle and the reins in my gloved hands.




  ‘Where are you?’




  ‘On the moors.’ My eyes are closed, but I can picture it so clearly it must be a memory. The sky over the moorland is a vast blue arch, broken only by a few blotches of clouds, as if

  dabbed there by an indifferent painter. The air is crisp and clear, and laced with the sweet smell of the heather where the skylarks dart. I can hear the thud of my mare’s hooves on the dusty

  track, the plaintive bleat of a sheep in the distance.




  ‘Is there anyone with you?’ Oliver’s voice seems to come from another world.




  ‘Yes.’ In my mind, the breeze snatches at my hat as we gallop and I lift a hand to hold it to my head, laughing as I turn to— but the image vanishes, swallowed up in the blank,

  black emptiness of my memory, and my throat closes with despair. I need to know who was there beside me. It was someone I love, someone who laughed with me. I am sure of it.




  I put a hand over my mouth to stop it wobbling.




  ‘I can’t remember,’ I say.




  ‘But you remember something, don’t you?’ Oliver is encouraging. ‘That’s good. Askerby is right on the edge of the moors, so that makes sense. The Vavasours never

  mentioned anything about you riding, but I know they have quite a stable there, and perhaps when you get home, the horses will trigger your memory.’




  ‘Perhaps,’ I say dolefully. I am desolate at the loss of my companion, if only in my memory. It makes me realize how lonely I am. The only people who have been to see me are the

  Vavasours. Don’t I have any friends? Any family of my own?




  ‘Who am I?’ I ask Oliver.




  He studies me over his steepled fingers. ‘It may not feel right to you at the moment, but your name is Kate. You’re thirty-three. You married Michael Vavasour in London, and

  you have a son, Felix, who’s four. Since Michael’s death, you and Felix have been living with the Vavasours at Askerby Hall.’




  ‘What about my own family? Do I have parents? Brothers and sisters?’




  ‘As far as I know, you’re an only child. Your parents are both alive,’ Oliver tells me. ‘They’re aid workers, and I understand they’re in Somalia at the

  moment. They’re working in a very remote part of the country, and may not even know about your accident yet. Lord Vavasour has been making efforts to contact them, but it’s not

  easy.’




  It doesn’t sound as if I am close to my parents, but how can I know?




  I wish I could tell Oliver that’s not really what I want to know, anyway. I want to ask him what I’m like. Am I kind? Am I generous? Am I bitter or needy or sweet or strong? But what

  can he say? He doesn’t know me.




  Apparently I am the kind of person who would jump off a roof and not even have the decency to kill herself. Memory shimmers then, of a voice while I was lying in the dark: It would have been

  better if she’d died.




  And another: You were supposed to die.




  But they might not be real memories. I might have made them up. I can’t be sure.




  What do I feel about myself? My eyes drift to the window. I know I yearn to be outside, that I work stubbornly through the pain of the physiotherapy because I long to walk again, to leave this

  place that feels so wrong. I think of that moment of happiness I remembered, riding over the moorland, breathing lungfuls of sweet air, laughing. There was someone beside me, someone I loved, I

  know that, someone who loved me. Was it Michael? I turn the wedding ring on my finger. It doesn’t feel right, but Oliver tells me that my name is Kate, that my son is safe, that my husband is

  dead. I should believe him. Why would he lie to me? Why would any of them lie to me?




  ‘Do you want to try closing your eyes again?’ Oliver asks gently, and I nod.




  I lean back against the pillows and shut my eyes, watch the kaleidoscope of lights revolve blurrily behind my lids.




  ‘Don’t think about it,’ he says. ‘Just tell me the first thing you remember.’




  I open my mouth to tell him about waking up in hospital when, unbidden, a different image swims to the surface.




  ‘My mother,’ I say slowly, without opening my eyes. ‘I remember my mother. It’s not really a proper memory. It’s more of an impression.’ Desperation. Fear.

  Lowered voices in the hall below. Madness: the word jagged in the air.




  ‘I was very small,’ I say. ‘Four, perhaps. Maybe five. My mother was in a dark room. It was very hot, and her hands were tied to the bedposts. She was screaming and pulling at

  the ties, begging me to save her.’




  I falter, remembering my distress. Of all the things I need to recall, why does it have to be this? The babe had died, I remember that. My brother. I remember scrabbling frantically at the ties

  that bound my mother to the bed, and how she screamed and screamed. Her mouth was wide open, her eyes staring, her skin sheened with sweat.




  Disquieted, I open my eyes. ‘She had just had a baby. Why would she have been screaming for help? She kept saying that they wanted to kill her.’ I shiver, remembering the anguish in

  her voice, the horror in her eyes.




  ‘It sounds as if she might have been suffering from post-partum psychosis,’ says Oliver, tapping his fingers thoughtfully under his bottom lip.




  ‘What, and they tied her to a bed? What kind of treatment is that?’




  ‘You were only small. Perhaps she wasn’t really tied down.’




  ‘She was! I remember it really clearly!’ I look at my hands as if I can still feel my little fingers tugging urgently at the knots of linen.




  ‘Memory is a very complex process,’ Oliver says carefully. ‘We don’t really understand how it works. We might think we remember an event in great detail, but numerous

  studies have demonstrated that even the clearest memory is often largely invention. We conflate memories of different occasions, and subconsciously edit our behaviour. We take scenes from a book

  we’ve read or a movie we’ve seen and unwittingly incorporate them into our memories. So when you remember your mother being tied to a bed, for instance, it might be that you remember

  her being hurt in some way, and you’ve bound that up with a memory of struggling to undo a knot on another occasion. It’s unlikely that she really was tied to a bed.’




  He stops and studies my face. ‘Or perhaps you’re projecting your own feelings of helplessness about being injured,’ he suggests. ‘You might feel trapped in this bed just

  as you’re imagining your mother being trapped. Do you think that might be possible?’




  I scowl. ‘So what you’re saying is that even if I do manage to remember something, I can’t trust my own memory? I might as well make it all up!’




  ‘It’s not that bad,’ he says, smiling. ‘Think of your memory as a muscle. The more you use it, the stronger it will become. You don’t need to remember every detail

  of every day, after all, even if you could. All you want at first is to recognize people and places and events. We all need a sense of the past in order to operate properly – we need to know

  who we are, and why we think and act the way we do. Memories give us a context,’ he says. ‘In a very real way, they make us who we are.




  ‘You need to remember, Kate,’ he says, ‘but be prepared. As you’ve already discovered, not all memories are good ones, and there may be some things you’ll wish had

  stayed forgotten.’




  You were supposed to die. Perhaps Oliver is right. Perhaps it’s better not to remember everything.




  They say it’s April. I can’t tell from the blank rectangle of sky which is all that I can see through the window. I spend long hours looking at the light and

  longing to breathe fresh air. I hate the feeling of being confined. It makes me breathless and panicky, and the memory of my mother tied to the bed squirms darkly at the back of my mind. Only the

  thought that she is strong enough to go from terrified madness to working in Somalia stops me from screaming myself. If she can survive that, then I can survive lying here, my head aching with the

  effort of battering at the blankness inside it.




  I concentrate on getting stronger. I set my teeth at the pain and make myself do every exercise Mary, my physiotherapist, prescribes. She sets me goals. First I have to stand using a Zimmer

  frame, and then using crutches. My ambitions are limited to getting from the bed to the chair, and then from the chair to the bathroom. When I ask how long it will be before I can ride again, Mary

  tuts. ‘One step at a time,’ she says. ‘We need to get you walking properly first.’




  Every goal seems insurmountable at first, but Dr Ramnaya is pleased with my progress. ‘Carry on like this and we’ll be able to let you go home soon,’ she says after a month has

  passed.




  Which would be better news if I could remember where home was.




  More Vavasours arrive, taking it in turns to visit. Strangers who tell me that I know them well. My sister-in-law. Michael’s cousin. His aunt Joanna, with a strong resemblance to Jasper,

  down to the nervous tic under the eye and the suggestion of weakness around the mouth.




  Michael’s sister is called Philippa. She is moody and resentful, but her barbed conversation is a welcome change from the relentless cheeriness of the nurses. She’s in her late

  twenties, I’d say, but when I ask her what she does, she just shrugs. ‘Not much.’




  It turns out that I have married into a wealthy family. The Vavasours own large tracts of the North Yorkshire moors. I live at Askerby Hall, a fine example of an Elizabethan house that is open

  to the public between Easter and the end of October. Visitors pay handsomely to gawp at its dramatic long gallery and moulded ceilings. They shuffle through the beautifully preserved rooms with

  their panelled walls and portraits and marvel that this is a house that has belonged to the same family for over four hundred years.




  ‘The house is gorgeous,’ one of the nurses tells me. ‘I used to dream about living there and being a grand lady.’ She winks at me. She is a bosomy woman with curly hair

  and a round, good-humoured face. I know all the nurses now and Sandra is one of my favourites. She adores my parents-in-law (‘They are so lovely, aren’t they?’) and treats them

  like visiting royalty. I half expect her to curtsey whenever they are in the room.




  Fiona and Jasper respond with a graciousness born of centuries of privilege. Something about the way they smile and take Sandra’s wide-eyed admiration as their due sets my teeth on edge. I

  wonder if I always felt that way about them. They visit me regularly, but there is no warmth in the way Fiona presses her cool cheek against mine, and although they are always correct, I

  don’t sense any affection. They are doing their duty, but they don’t care.




  According to Sandra, Askerby Hall is so unspoilt and such a perfect example of a grand Tudor house that it is often used as a location for historical dramas. ‘Last year, they had a whole

  lot of Americans came over from Hollywood making a movie. One of them comedy horror flms,’ she explains, popping a thermometer in my mouth and straightening my sheets with her quick hands.

  ‘Not my kind of thing,’ she says, ‘but I’ll go and see it when it comes out, just to see Askerby.’




  The gardens at Askerby are famous, too. There is a knot garden and a maze and a beautiful walled area. There is woodland and parkland and a river, where various events and activities are

  organized to draw in the public: adventure playgrounds and hawking displays and re-enactments. ‘We had a season ticket when the kids were little,’ Sandra says as she whips out the

  thermometer and makes a note on the chart that sits on the end of my bed. ‘They loved it. We couldn’t get our Dave off the rope ladders.




  ‘You’re ever so lucky,’ she goes on, and then looks at me lying in my hospital bed, my leg in a cast, a bandage around my head, my face still battered. ‘Well, maybe not

  right now,’ she amends with her comfortable laugh, ‘but just wait until you get home! Once you clap eyes on Askerby again, you’ll never want to leave.’




  







  Chapter Three




  Michael’s cousin, George, comes to see me two or three times. George manages the vast Askerby estate. He’s a surprisingly shy, solid man with what I am already

  recognizing as the Vavasour good looks: a clear-cut jaw, guinea-gold hair and eyes that are a distinctive dark shade of blue.




  George doesn’t do small talk, and he has trouble meeting my eyes. It’s obvious that the hospital and my injuries make him uneasy. The silences are painful until I realize that all I

  need to do is to ask him about the estate and his expression lightens. He can talk for hours about sheep or shooting, about dips and animal feeds and raising pheasants. He doesn’t like the

  town. He’s not actually wearing muddy wellies, but you can tell that he would be more comfortable if he was. He loves Askerby, that is clear.




  ‘He’s really passionate about the place,’ I say to Philippa, whose turn it is to visit the next day. ‘Will he inherit eventually?’




  ‘George?’ She gives me a funny look. ‘Of course not. When Pa dies, Felix will be the next Lord Vavasour.’




  Felix. The little boy they insist is mine. I avoid Philippa’s eyes, just as George avoids mine. ‘It doesn’t seem very fair.’




  She shrugs. ‘That’s just the way it is. The title has been passed down the male line since the fifteenth century. George isn’t even a true Vavasour,’ she says.

  ‘Joanna changed his name by deed poll. His real name is Wilson or Brown, something depressingly ordinary, anyway.’




  Philippa tells me Joanna, Jasper’s sister, had a brief rebellion over thirty years ago and married against her parents’ wishes. ‘It was a disaster, of course,’ Philippa

  says. ‘Her husband dumped her when George was still a baby, and she slunk back to Askerby. Luckily George looks like a Vavasour. Now everybody pretends that he always has been.’




  Michael’s sister is slumped in the chair next to mine, picking at her nails. She has missed out on the Vavasour gold hair, but her eyes are the same deep blue, and she could be beautiful

  were it not for the discontented twist of her mouth. Every day I try to learn something new about the family I am apparently part of, and I know now that Philippa runs the stables at Askerby. Like

  George, I always get the sense that she is itching to get back to the country.




  ‘I can’t imagine Joanna as a rebel,’ I say. I hoard all the information I can get, storing it away in my empty memory, where it rattles around without a context. Joanna makes

  the occasional dutiful visit but I don’t have a real sense of her yet. The tweedy skirts, waxed jacket and cut-glass accent create a barrier between her and the rest of the world, a slippery

  surface which repels any attempt to find out what she really thinks or feels.




  I’ve been trying to work out the family arrangements in my head. ‘So you all live together at the Hall? You and George and Jasper and Fiona and Joanna?’




  ‘And Granny,’ says Philippa. ‘She’s eighty-seven now and the drive in from Askerby is too much for her, but she still rules the roost at home.’




  It sounds an odd set-up to me. ‘I live there, too?’




  ‘Since Michael died.’




  ‘But that was a couple of years ago, wasn’t it?’




  ‘You’ve remembered?’ she says in surprise, but I shake my head.




  ‘No, your father told me.’




  ‘Oh.’ For a moment there is a distant look in her eyes. ‘It’s more like three now. It’s hard to believe,’ she says. ‘Michael was the only one of us who

  got away, and even he had to come back to Askerby in the end.’




  ‘Got away?’ It’s an odd phrase for her to choose, I think. ‘You make it sound like an escape.’




  ‘I think it was for Michael. He was different. He wasn’t interested in hunting or shooting or farming. All he cared about was books.’ Philippa sounds baffled. ‘After he

  graduated, he got a job with a small publishing house, earning peanuts, but he loved London. That’s where he met you.’ She looks at me. ‘Do you really not remember him?’




  What does she think? That I am pretending? ‘No,’ I say. ‘I don’t remember anything.’




  ‘Weird,’ says Philippa.




  That’s one word for it, I suppose. ‘Why am I living at Askerby if Michael loved London so much?’




  ‘Money,’ she says succinctly. ‘Felix was only a baby when Michael first fell ill. You didn’t have any money, Michael couldn’t work, your parents live in some

  godforsaken part of Africa . . . You had to nurse Michael and look after Felix. Nobody blamed you for admitting that you couldn’t manage on your own.’




  ‘But Michael’s dead now,’ I point out. ‘I must be able to work.’




  ‘Sure, but you don’t exactly earn big bucks as a graphic designer, and Michael didn’t have anything to leave you. All the Vavasour money is tied up in the estate. You’ve

  still got Felix to look after, and frankly, you were a mess after Michael died. You didn’t have the energy to resist Ma and Pa, who are determined for Felix to grow up at Askerby. He is the

  next Lord Vavasour, after all. They don’t want him growing up in some council flat, which is all you’d be able to offer him.’




  ‘So I have thought about moving out?’




  Philippa lifts a shoulder, uninterested. ‘You were talking about it before the Great Leap.’ That’s what she calls my fall. She’s the only one who acknowledges what

  happened; even though I can’t believe that I jumped, I prefer her frankness to the careful way the others avoid the subject.




  ‘Of course,’ she says, with a nod at the cast on my leg, ‘you won’t be going anywhere now.’




  It is like trying to put together a jigsaw with only a handful of blurry pieces. Lying in my hospital bed at night, I pick over the conversations I have with Philippa and the

  other Vavasours for clues about my life: I am a freelance graphic designer, I don’t earn much money; I live with my parents-in-law, I’m a widow. I loved my husband, I’m suicidal.

  The Vavasours tolerate me for the sake of Felix, the boy they say is my son, but they don’t love me. I don’t think they even like me very much. Nobody will come right out and say it,

  but I get the feeling they think I am highly strung and over-imaginative at best. In one corner I set my memory of my mother screaming in the dark. It seems to have nothing to do with the fact that

  I have parents working in Somalia. I can’t put any of it together.




  There are facts and there is what I feel, and they don’t seem to be connected. I exist in a strange limbo, my memories pitiful scraps teased out of the murk – a mad mother and a ride

  across the moors – but when I mention the latter to Philippa, she stares at me.




  ‘You? Riding? You’d rather stick pins in your eyes than get on a horse!’




  ‘What?’ I gape back at her. This is the one good thing I remember, how at home I felt in the saddle, that exhilarating ride through the heather under the vast arch of the sky.




  ‘You hate horses,’ Philippa says. ‘Michael used to tease you about it, but you said you’d been attacked by one once, and you were quite happy to admire them from the

  other side of a fence.’




  ‘But . . .’ I fall silent, remembering what Oliver Raine told me about memories. Maybe I was remembering a scene in a film, like he said, but you don’t remember smells from a

  film, do you? You don’t remember the feel of the reins through your gloves or the fluid power of the horse beneath you.




  Too often there is a disjunction between what they tell me is true and what I know but cannot remember. Sometimes at night I lie sleepless in the bed, and I’m aware of the dull ache of

  bruised and broken bones, of a cracked skull, but it doesn’t feel like my body at all. I’m there but not there at the same time.




  When I do sleep, I find myself running, blindfolded by the dark and panicky, twisting frantically between the clamour of voices in my head that call me this way and that but never show

  themselves. They are voices I know, people I am desperate to find, but when I wake and try to recall the exact timbre of a voice, a familiar rhythm of speech, all I am left with is confusion and

  desperation.




  There’s a membrane stretched across my mind, spongy and opaque. I can sense the memories trapped behind it, scratching and scraping for a way out, and I probe constantly, as if at a sore

  tooth, testing and prodding, in the hope that one day I will break through and my life will spill out. I can’t bear not knowing anything about myself, but I am afraid, too. I keep thinking

  about what Oliver said: There may be some things you’ll wish had stayed forgotten.




  Still, I keep straining to remember. Every now and then there’s a fluttery, frantic sense in my head, like a trapped moth beating its wings against cupped hands, and I feel sure that a

  memory is very close, but it’s gone before I can grasp it.




  The first memory comes without warning. I am dozing, my face turned towards the window. It’s bright outside, and the light beats against my eyelids. It’s reminding me of something .

  . .




  I stir, frowning a little, and turn my head the other way. I open my eyes and see a young woman sitting by my bed, her head bent over Country Life, and out of nowhere terror jolts

  through me. I must gasp, because she looks up quickly in concern.




  ‘Oh, Kate, I’m so sorry! Did I give you a fright?’




  Already that nameless dread is evaporating and I feel foolish. ‘Just a bad dream,’ I manage. I must have been sleeping. I didn’t hear her come in. My mouth is very dry and she

  obviously hears the hoarseness in my voice because she tosses the magazine on the bed and jumps up.




  ‘Would you like a drink? The nurse said you might be thirsty when you woke up.’




  ‘Thanks.’




  I sip gratefully at the water then lie back against the pillows to watch her as she bustles around, setting the beaker back on the bedside table, tidying away the magazine. She seems familiar,

  and my heart lifts at the thought that I might at last be recognizing somebody.




  ‘You haven’t been to see me before, have you?’




  ‘I went to the hospital a couple of times when you were in a coma,’ she says. ‘We tried to take it in turns to sit with you and talk to you in the hope that we’d get

  through eventually, but this is the first chance I’ve had to come and see you since you’ve been awake.’ She smiles at me as she sits back in the chair. ‘You’re looking

  so much better, Kate.’




  I have given up protesting that Kate is not my name.




  She folds her skirt around her knees as she speaks, and it comes to me in a flash. ‘Judith!’ I laugh with relief. ‘Oh, thank God I’ve remembered someth—’ I

  break off at her expression of dismay and my heart plummets. ‘You’re not Judith?’




  She shakes her head and I can see the pity in her eyes. ‘I’m Angie.’




  ‘Oh. Sorry. Whoops.’ I try to laugh it off but it feels awkward. For a moment, I was so sure. ‘I suppose they’ve told you that I’ve lost my

  memory?’




  ‘They did, and it must be awful for you.’ Her voice is warm with sympathy. ‘I’m so sorry, Kate. It’s a terrible thing to happen, but the main thing is that

  you’re going to be okay.’




  She is neat and pretty with a heart-shaped face. Her hair swings in a brown bob and her eyes are a friendly brown instead of the Vavasour blue, but there is something naggingly familiar about

  her all the same.




  ‘Are you a Vavasour?’ I ask.




  ‘Me? No!’ Something flickers in her face, but it is gone so quickly that I barely have time to register it before she is laughing. ‘I’m Angie Kaczka. I work at

  Askerby.’




  ‘Was part of your job visiting me when I was in a coma?’




  ‘Of course not! We’re friends.’




  Friends. The word warms me. That is what I have been missing, I think. I smile back at her a little tremulously.




  ‘You do seem familiar.’




  ‘So I should hope,’ she says with mock sternness. ‘We’ve spent a lot of time together over the past couple of years.’




  ‘Really?’




  ‘After Michael died . . .’ Angie hesitates, picking her words. ‘It was a tough time for you. You’ve never been that close to Michael’s family,’ she says

  delicately and I nod, unsurprised. That much I have already gathered.




  ‘I must have been glad to have had you to talk to.’




  ‘We went through a few boxes of tissues,’ she acknowledges with a faint smile. ‘Not to mention a few bottles of Chardonnay!’




  I smile back at her gratefully. ‘It sounds like you’re a good friend. Thanks, Angie.’




  She waves that aside. ‘We got on well right from the start, even though we’re quite different.’




  ‘In what way?’ I ask curiously. At last, someone who can give me a sense of what I’m like.




  ‘Well . . .’ Angie settles into her chair, thinking. ‘You grew up in Africa, and I’ve never left Askerby. You’re very independent and . . . I don’t know . . .

  unconventional, I suppose, and I love all the Vavasour traditions. You’re clever and arty, and I’m very practical.’ She shakes her head and laughs. ‘Now I come to think of

  it, I can’t understand how we ever got to be friends at all! But I always loved spending time with you and of course I adore Felix. He’s the dearest little boy.’




  She glances at me, suddenly uncertain. ‘Is it true you don’t remember him?’




  I look away from the reproach in her eyes. I know what she’s thinking. What kind of mother doesn’t recognize her own child? What kind of mother could turn aside from Felix with his

  mischievous smile and be absolutely certain that he is not her son, that there is another child somewhere that she loves unconditionally, if only she could remember him.




  ‘I’m afraid so.’




  ‘I just can’t believe it,’ Angie says. She twists her hands together. ‘I just can’t. You used to be so close until—’




  ‘Until what?’ I ask when she breaks off.




  Angie looks uncomfortable. ‘I’m not sure I should say anything,’ she says awkwardly, and I struggle further up against my pillows.




  ‘Please, Angie. I need to know what happened.’




  ‘Look, you mustn’t worry about it, Kate. It’s just that you haven’t really been yourself these last few months. I mean, obviously you’ve been grieving for Michael,

  but there’s been something else going on, too. You were acting a bit strangely.’




  ‘Strangely? How?’




  ‘I don’t know.’ Angie shifts in her chair, clearly wishing she hadn’t started this. ‘Distracted, I guess. Sometimes it was like you just weren’t there. And

  you got obsessed with the family history. It was like you were more interested in the past than in Felix. But none of us ever dreamt you were depressed or that you would . . . you know . .

  .’




  ‘Jump off a roof?’




  She looks distressed. ‘I can’t believe you’d do that to Felix.’




  I can’t believe I jumped either. I squirm a little at the sickening twist of guilt I always feel when people talk to me about Felix.




  ‘How is he?’ It should have been the first question I asked, I know.




  ‘He’s fine. I’ve moved into the Hall so I can be there at night, and I look after him most of the time. Philippa’s with him today, as I had to come into York. You

  mustn’t worry about him. We’re taking good care of him.’




  ‘I’m sure you are, but what about your job? What exactly do you do at Askerby, anyway?’




  ‘Oh, a little bit of everything,’ she says. ‘I help out whenever I’m needed. A bit of this, a bit of that. I help George in the estate office, and Lady Fiona when she has

  charity events to organize. I run errands for the whole family. There’s a cook and a housekeeper, of course, but there are always little jobs that need doing.’




  I wonder why the Vavasours can’t run their own errands, but I don’t say so. ‘It sounds like you’re indispensable,’ I say instead.




  ‘I wouldn’t say that.’ But she looks pleased. ‘I like to think they know they can rely on me for anything. There was no question about me moving into the Hall to look

  after Felix. All the Vavasours know that he’s more important than any estate business.’




  ‘Do you live far away?’




  ‘Just at the Lodge with my grandmother, but if Felix wakes in the night at the moment, he likes me to be there.’




  ‘Still, it’s a big ask for you to give up your whole life for him.’




  ‘I don’t mind. I love Felix,’ she says. ‘He’s so sweet.’ She sighs a little. ‘You’re so lucky to have him, Kate.’




  You don’t deserve him. She doesn’t say it aloud, but the words hang in the air all the same.




  ‘Anyway . . .’ She summons a bright smile. ‘I’m sure you’ll get your memory back soon and it will be fine, but I’ve got to say I’ll miss Felix.

  We’ve been having a lovely time together.’




  ‘You obviously love children.’




  ‘Yes, I do, but Felix is special.’ Her smile is a little crooked. ‘I wish I could have a little boy like him.’




  I feel horribly guilty again that Angie so clearly loves my child more than I do.




  ‘Would you like children of your own?’




  ‘I’d love them.’ Her eyes darken. ‘I’m an only child, and I always yearned to be part of an extended family like the Vavasours. I used to wish I could be like

  Michael and Philippa and George, all growing up together at the Hall . . . I’d love to give my children an idyllic childhood like that,’ she says wistfully. ‘But . . . well,

  it’s hard, living in the country. There aren’t that many men at Askerby. The young guys tend to leave.’




  ‘You could leave, too,’ I suggest. It seems obvious to me, if she wants children that much, but Angie is clearly astounded by the idea.




  ‘Leave Askerby?’ She stares at me. ‘But it’s my home.’




  ‘You could make a home somewhere else.’




  ‘Easy for you to say. You grew up moving from country to country. You don’t understand what it’s like to be from somewhere, to be part of it.’




  I can’t argue with that. I don’t.




  ‘Askerby’s home for me,’ Angie says. ‘I’d die if I had to leave.’ She says it without melodrama, as if it is a simple fact. ‘It’s where I

  belong,’ she says.




  ‘How does someone called . . . Kash-ca?’ I look at her to see if I have pronounced her surname correctly and she nods, smiling. ‘How do you end up belonging at Askerby? I may

  have lost my memory, but I know that’s not a Yorkshire name!’




  ‘No.’ She laughs as if relieved at the change of subject. ‘My grandparents escaped from Poland in 1938, and came to live at the Lodge at Askerby in 1950. Babcia – Gran

  – is ninety-five and still there. She brought me up there after my father died, so Askerby is home to me.’ She stops and gives her head a little shake. ‘Sorry, it’s just so

  strange having to explain to you what you already know.’




  ‘It does make conversation awkward,’ I agree with a sigh. ‘All I can do is ask questions.’ I’m hungry for more glimpses of my life before this nothingness.

  ‘What did I use to do all day? Please tell me I don’t sit around waiting for you to run errands for me!’




  Angie laughs. ‘No, you’re very self-sufficient.’




  ‘Do I work? Someone – Philippa, I think – told me I was a graphic designer, but I can’t remember anything about it.’




  ‘You haven’t done much of that since you and Michael moved to Askerby. It was difficult when Michael was so ill. Felix was a baby, and you’d had to leave all your contacts back

  in London, and then Michael died . . .’ She pulls a face. ‘You were a bit lost for a while,’ she says. ‘But we’ve been building a new Visitor Centre at Askerby, and

  George suggested you could help with the displays, so you’d started working on that.’




  I’m glad to think I wasn’t completely idle. ‘What sort of displays?’




  ‘About the history of Askerby, mainly. You were researching the family history, finding pictures and letters and stuff like that. You seemed much happier with something to do, but then . .

  .’ She hesitates. ‘Well, that’s when you started to get obsessed about the history and everything, before, you know.’




  Before I started behaving ‘strangely’, presumably.




  ‘George still feels really guilty about it,’ Angie says, and I look at her in astonishment.




  ‘Why?’




  ‘He thinks that if he’d never encouraged you to look into the history, you’d never have gone up the tower in the first place.’




  I’m silent for a moment. Putting together displays sounds a very innocuous activity to me. I don’t see how it could have led me to throw myself off a roof.




  ‘That’s nonsense,’ I say.




  ‘That’s what I tell him,’ Angie says eagerly. ‘It’s not his fault.’




  ‘Of course it’s not his fault.’




  ‘I wish you’d tell him that. I know he feels bad about it.’




  I try to imagine myself happily researching in a library. It doesn’t feel right. Wasn’t I bored? ‘What happened about the displays?’




  ‘You never got around to putting them together. We’ve got a whole room in the new Visitor Centre waiting for an exhibition. I’ve offered to do what I can, but obviously with

  looking after Felix . . .’




  ‘Perhaps I could get back to it when I’m out of hospital,’ I say, without really thinking about it, but her face lights up.




  ‘That would be great. I liked it when you were thinking about the displays and feeling involved with Askerby. We used to have a good time whenever you came down to the estate

  office,’ Angie tells me with a nostalgic smile. ‘If George was out, we’d have a cup of tea and a good old natter. I miss those days.’




  I picture myself gossiping with Angie. That’s a bit easier to do. ‘What did we natter about?’




  ‘Ooh . . . I don’t know. Anything and everything.’ Angie flutters her hands vaguely. ‘A bit of gossip . . . Lady Margaret’s latest put-down . . .’




  ‘Who’s Lady Margaret?’




  The brown eyes open wide. ‘Golly, you really have lost your memory! Lady Margaret is Lord Vavasour’s mother, and she’s quite a character. In her day she was a great society

  beauty, but now she’s definitely the matriarch of the family, and she believes in speaking her mind. You and she had some . . . differences of opinion,’ she finishes delicately.




  ‘Really?’ I’m pleased to think that I’m able to stand up for myself. I feel so blank that I’ve been afraid I must be very boring.




  ‘Oh, yes.’ She lowers her voice confidentially. ‘I think the Vavasours were a bit shocked when Michael brought you home.’




  ‘Shocked?’ Better and better. ‘Why, what did I do?’




  ‘Let’s just say, you weren’t how they imagined the future Lady Vavasour,’ Angie says. ‘You were a bit bohemian for them.’




  From what I’ve seen of Fiona and Jasper, I can imagine bohemian didn’t go down well with them.




  ‘I suppose they were hoping for a nice “gel” with a headband and pearls?’




  ‘Well, someone who belonged in the country at least. You don’t even ride.’




  My pleasure at the thought of shocking the Vavasours fades. Another person who claims that I don’t ride when it is the one thing I remember doing.




  ‘Oh, you mustn’t think they’re not fond of you,’ she says hastily, seeing my frown. ‘They’re used to you now. You have to remember that Askerby is a very

  traditional place, and it’s important to keep those traditions going. Lord and Lady Vavasour do a marvellous job,’ she assures me. ‘They’re really the heart of the

  community, and they do fantastic work for charity.’




  Retrieving Country Life from the bedside table, she flicks through the glossy pages. ‘They hosted a ball in the long gallery in aid of various local charities.’ She finds

  the page she wants and folds the magazine back so that I can see. ‘Look, they gave us a whole page of pictures,’ she says proudly.




  I examine photographs of groups of strangers smiling at the camera against a backdrop of wood panelling, which is all that can be seen of the long gallery. The women are in evening dresses, the

  men in black tie. They all look extraordinarily alike. The young women have long hair, the older ones have their hair elegantly cut like Fiona’s. Is this really my world? The names underneath

  don’t mean anything to me.




  ‘Oh, there’s Philippa!’ I exclaim, for something to say. She looks as if she wished that she were riding instead, and I don’t blame her. A thought occurs to me, and I

  glance at Angie. ‘I wasn’t there, was I?’




  Faint colour tinges her cheeks. ‘No, you were in hospital. We did wonder about cancelling, but it was for such a good cause . . .’




  ‘I think I’d rather have been in a coma,’ I say, and Angie looks shocked at first and then she laughs.




  ‘Oh, Kate, you’re still the same!’




  I turn my attention back to the magazine. ‘Is that George? He brushes up nicely, doesn’t he?’




  Angie doesn’t say anything, but I sense her stiffen slightly, and I get the feeling I have put my foot in it somehow. She said there were no available men at Askerby, but of course there

  is one single man. There’s George.




  I slide a look at her. Her face gives nothing away, but I can’t help wondering what she really feels for him.




  ‘Were you there?’ I ask her.




  ‘Oh, yes.’




  ‘I hope you had a nice dress,’ I say lightly.




  ‘I was behind the scenes,’ Angie says. ‘It was a busy night. I had to liaise with the caterers and the band, and the security . . . there was no time for dancing!’ She

  rolls her eyes humorously. She doesn’t seem to mind that the Vavasours get all the glitter and the glory, and she is hidden away.




  ‘It sounds to me as if you’re the one who does all the “fantastic” work for charity, not Fiona and Jasper,’ I say, disgruntled on her behalf, but Angie frowns.




  ‘Nobody’s going to pay money to meet me, are they? You’ve never been able to accept how things work, Kate,’ she tuts. ‘I’m happy to do anything I

  can. The ball was great publicity for Askerby,’ she says, ‘and that’s what matters.’




  There’s a glow in her face when she talks about Askerby. I wonder if the Vavasours appreciate her devotion.




  ‘Anyway, I haven’t really asked how you’re feeling.’ Angie’s expression sobers and she leans forward.




  ‘I’m okay,’ I tell her. ‘Physically, at least. The doctors say I can leave soon. But mentally . . .’ I wonder how to explain how lost I feel without a memory.

  ‘It’s like I’m floating in a great, empty bubble, and I’ve got nothing to hold onto.’




  Angie takes my hand and squeezes it. Her grip is strong and reassuring. ‘Hold onto me,’ she says.




  







  Chapter Four




  All at once, I am close to tears. It’s only now that I realize how lonely I have been, and how badly I need a friend. I feel a connection with her that I can’t

  explain.




  ‘Angie,’ I begin impulsively, wanting to tell her how much her visit has meant to me, but her phone beeps just then and with an apologetic grimace, she pulls it out to glance at the

  message. ‘Is that the time? I must go, I’m afraid,’ she sighs. ‘I promised to pick up some dry-cleaning for Lady Margaret, and they’ll be closed if I don’t get a

  move on.’




  ‘Will you come again?’ I ask almost shyly as she gets to her feet. ‘If you’ve got time,’ I add.




  ‘Of course I will, especially now that I know you’re on the mend.’ She puts Country Life back on the bedside table. ‘I’ll leave you this to read, but is

  there anything else you’d like me to bring next time?’




  I feel that I would prefer a book to a magazine, but it seems rude to say so. Besides, I don’t know what I like to read.




  ‘Could you bring some photos? Of the house maybe? Or anything you think might jog my memory?’




  Angie knocks her knuckles against her head. ‘Why didn’t we think of that before? It’s a brilliant idea. I’ll see what I can dig out. You just concentrate on getting

  better until then. And don’t worry about Felix. I’ll look after him for you.’




  I don’t know if it is the mention of Felix that brings the familiar stab of guilt, but she bends forward to kiss me on the cheek and as she speaks the dread swoops out of my memory and

  flaps in my face so horrifyingly close that I cannot help flinching back.




  ‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ she says, contrite. ‘I forgot how sore you must still be. Did I hurt you?’




  My pulse is hammering high in my throat, but the fear has vanished as quickly as it came. I’m left feeling uneasy and exposed, which is ridiculous. My ribs punish my sudden movement with a

  savage throbbing. That must have been all it was.




  ‘No.’ I clear my throat. ‘No, I’m fine. It was just . . . a twinge.’ I’m sorry she’s going, but suddenly I am exhausted. I summon a smile. ‘Thank

  you for coming, Angie.’




  When she has gone, I lie back on the pillows. I don’t want to think about the terror that lurks in the darkness of my memory, waiting to ambush me when I am least prepared. Disquiet

  prickles over my skin at the thought of it. Remember, remember: the urgent whisper is back in my head, so loud that I press the heels of my hands to my ears. I’m afraid to remember.

  I don’t want to remember, not right now.




  I think determinedly about Angie instead. I like her warm smile and the sparkle in her eyes, the droll faces she pulls, so it makes sense that I liked that about her before. Besides, there is

  something comfortingly familiar about her. I can’t put my finger on it, but we really are friends, of that I am sure.




  It feels good to have a friend, I think, closing my eyes, and I remember thinking the same the day I first met Judith. The memory has sneaked into my head without me realizing it and suddenly it

  is there, fully formed and so vivid that my eyes fly open in something like shock.




  When Oliver Raine puts his head round the door a few minutes later, I don’t even wait for him to sit down. ‘I’ve remembered something about my childhood!’ I tell him

  excitedly, not tired any more. ‘I remember the day Judith arrived at Crabbersett!’




  ‘Excellent.’ Oliver settles into the chair Angie has just vacated. ‘Is Crabbersett where you grew up?’




  I nod. ‘I lived there with my aunt and uncle.’




  Even as I say the words, unease prickles my excitement. Why would I have been living with my uncle and aunt rather than my parents? And didn’t Angie just tell me that I grew up in Africa?

  But I shake the feeling aside. I am too happy to have a real memory at last to start doubting it.




  ‘Tell me about Crabbersett,’ says Oliver.




  ‘It is a fine manor,’ I assure him. ‘There’s a stone gatehouse and a courtyard lined with stables and outhouses and barns, and when I lived there it was always busy with

  folks to-ing and fro-ing. I dare say it still is.’




  Absorbed in my memory, I don’t register Oliver’s puzzled expression. I can see the Manor so clearly in my mind, it is hard to believe that I could ever have forgotten it. The grey

  stone mellow on that late-summer afternoon, the dimness of the hall. It was harvest time, and any servants that could be spared were helping to scythe and stack the corn while the good weather

  lasted. My aunt wanted me to sit and sew with her, but I hated sewing. I was too impatient, and I pricked my fingers and bled over the fine linen and then my aunt would scold me. Besides, it was a

  fine day, and the thought of sitting still on a stool made me dizzy. I slipped out after the meal and hid in the stables, my favourite place in the world. The stable boys were all at the harvest,

  and I had the place to myself.




  My uncle had a horse he called Prince, I tell Oliver. I can see him now: liquid, intelligent eyes, powerful haunches and long, whiskery lips that were soft as velvet against my palm when I fed

  him a treat. They said he was dangerous, but I wasn’t frightened of him. I longed to ride him. It would be like riding the wind, but even I was not brave enough to defy my uncle.




  I scratched Prince’s neck and then found my own pony, Doll, who whickered a greeting. I gave them each an apple I had filched from the barrel, and then scrambled up the ladder to the

  hayloft. I liked it up there, where I could pretend that I ruled my own kingdom. In the hayloft I was queen, like our lady Elizabeth, and I could make my own rules. Children could do whatever they

  liked in my land. There was no sewing, no stern lectures, no endless praying. In my land, nobody cared if you ran or shouted or laughed too loud.
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