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The sea
                BEFORE ANYTHING ELSE, THE SOUND OF THE sea, a high sea plunging hard onto the beach, and then the rattling suck of the stones, and then the waves slamming down hard again.


Bright day, so bright I have to shield my eyes at once, because before me all seems to be sun-bleached stone, as white as the stone bench I’m sitting on.


It’s puzzling to be here so suddenly and for an instant without recollection, but the place is so beautiful and the heat, at first, is so comfortable that I take an unthinking moment, as one might in the dawning of a dream, to enjoy it without asking myself where or who I am or why. I even have time to wonder how it is that the sea is so high and yet the day is so limpid. I keep the question alive by studying the turbid colours of the sea which tell me that a storm has gone by. Yesterday, perhaps.


My thoughts have an odd, printed quality, and this sense of a storm gone by, yesterday, passes in review before me, as if written out. Also as if momentarily delayed by the printing process. This is too troubling for the tightrope I’m walking, too rocky for the instant I’ve stolen from time, and the first faint spasms of panic awake in my gut.


Because where am I exactly? An instant ago I was–––where? Not here.


Not here, because–––


I’m looking at my hands, the hands of a complete stranger.


Do I have hair on the backs of my hands? Certainly not. These are not my hands. For an eternity I can draw no conclusions at all from what I’m seeing.


I’m wearing some kind of robe, black.


I am?

Wearing a robe? With hairy hands?


What I?


Not this I, not I, the one and only. I can hardly be someone else. So what I?


It will come to me at any second.


No need to panic. It will come to me because it isn’t possible to be without one’s I.


It isn’t possible to have someone else’s hands, either.


They aren’t mine.


Look at them. They aren’t mine.


Now I am ready to scream in claustrophobic terror, trapped in a strange body, and I can’t help rising to my feet. How can this be? I’ve no idea where I am and I have someone else’s hands, unless–––


Piano. Piano.


(I beg your pardon?)


Because... how do I know what other hands I had?


Who is that I I think I was?


Oh, this is a game, a joke. I’m in a dream, of course. I’ll take a walk. One can walk in a dream.


But can one sweat, in a dream? Feel, and smell, the sweat under the robe?


Is it the dreamer I’m remembering, so dimly that I only know he didn’t have these hands and wasn’t sitting on an unknown seafront, in these clothes? Hello–––don’t go!–––is that you, still there, dreamer-friend?


But he’s fading as I stand here, he’s so distant, I’m losing him––––


And in another spasm of fear it comes to me: what if he was a dream, and now I’ve returned to myself?


But then why do I know nothing about who I am or where I am or what I’m doing here?


I’m breathing like an asthmatic before a fit. What if I am asthmatic?


Piano! Calmati, figluolo.

(Is that Italian? Why am I talking to myself in Italian? Calm down, boy. Says who?)


The sea, pounding on my brain. I need to find somewhere out of this crippling heat to sit and think.


I only need to gather my head, but the sea pounds on my brain again, sucking out all the rattling stones. When did I become this person in a robe, with hairy hands? Was it just now?


Was it some time ago?


Forever ago?


Is it myself, this hairy-handed self, that I’ve forgotten, suddenly, or is this I (this angry frightened questioning I here in my head) somehow another? Have I been taken over by someone who doesn’t recognize me? Why are there two of us? Calmati! Piano. Calmati, Giuseppino. Why are there one of us here on the esplanade under the blazing sun, and one within (is he this Giuseppino?), whom I only know by what he isn’t –– whom I only know by a voice inside me telling me I’m not the man standing here sweating in a robe, facing the pounding sea, on an empty little esplanade under the midday sun?


I’m simply a man having a nervous breakdown, then. Obviously. But why can’t I at least know who’s having this breakdown?


People in the distance. I could ask them. But ask them what? Ask them, Whom do you see? Who am I? Mi conosce? Do you know me? (Am I Italian? Where is my Italian coming from, if it is Italian? And if I’m Italian, why am I talking to myself in English?) What is this place? Come si chiama?

I need a mirror, or at least a shop window. I will come back to myself, surely, as soon as I see myself.


Then, as I move to step around the stone bench, my sandalled foot bumps against the leather satchel.

The satchel
                    IT HAS TO BE MINE, THE SATCHEL. I RECALL, and you can’t imagine how precious a memory is when you have so few, looking around the bench to see if anyone was near. No-one. Someone else could have left it there, of course. I, whoever I am (am I this Giuseppino?), might have been drawn to the bench by the sight of the satchel. Or...


Or I might have been drawn to the bench by the prospect of sitting listening to the sea and watching the waves, and never noticed the satchel until I stood up and bumped into it with my sandalled foot.


Or, much the most likely hypothesis: it’s my satchel.


I’m sitting on the hotel room bed with the contents of the satchel spread out in front of me. The satchel itself appears to be ancient, very old, perhaps even hundreds of years old. An antique. The contents, too, are antique. They appear to be gold coins. Each of them small, no larger than the fingernail on my thumb, some thick and some thin, whether from from use or a slimmer coinage, thin as a sliver of shell. Most of them are irregular, the images on them deformed and faded from handling but still as brilliant in the light as they day they were minted. More than fifty of them, perhaps a hundred, is my first thought. Massed up, you couldn’t hold them all in both palms. (There were 87, it turned out.) And the weight of them all together! They are magnificent and they are surely extraordinarily precious.


Are they mine?

THEN FOR AN instant I am somewhere else. And I am someone quite else, utterly changed –– is this the real me? Well dressed, colourfully, it feels like silk, and now my small elegant hands are slim, and the transformation is alarming for several reasons which come tumbling in at once, telling me these aren’t my hands either, any more than Signor hairy-handed monk’s hands are mine. These hands are –– are they a woman’s hands? I have no time to investigate, because the vision is fading, fading fast now and I’m relieved to be back in the hotel room sitting on the bed holding the coins and staring down again at my big hairy hands. 


I’m sitting with my mouth agape trying with all my might to hold onto the silken memory, the little hands. If it is a memory. If  it is,  how can it have been the real me? You can't have more than one pair of hands. How many people am I?


Yet there was something more in the momentary vision, something quite different and separate from my panicky sense of enquiry as to who on earth I was in it. There was a deep well I could draw on merely by being that person in that instant. I had felt a blossoming of power in my head, abstract power over the mind and its realm. I knew, in the instant before the glimpse began to fade, that I had immense resources of memory. I was the memory man. Or woman. Time was laid out around me, supine, to be plundered. Mine. My empire.


And then I was back in the hotel room staring at small, heavy, glittering coins and remembering nothing except a few steps taken, off the beach and up a street, since the sea slammed down shut and took my past with it and woke me to the sound of scuttling stones like so many crabs rushing off with my life.

WHEN I’D LEFT the bench, carrying the alarmingly heavy satchel, I’d proceeded directly into the town, to the first shop window I could find.


In it a man in a black robe stared back at me, a shaven face with short iron-grey hair, precisely the sort of fellow you’d cast as a monk. I had never seen him before in my life. When I raised my right hand, he raised his, so unless I was the victim of one of those jokes you sometimes see in a skit or a comedy film where someone in an empty frame pretends to be another person’s mirror image and imitates the first person’s actions, the iron-haired monk was me.


But this was quite ridiculous, and clearly a dream. A monastic robe? I a monk? Whoever I was in ordinary waking life, I-the-dreamer temporarily transmogrified into Brother Ignatius in his dream, I was no priest, and I was surely–––


(Brother Ignatius?)


Surely what? Younger? Older? Younger, it seemed to me, because of the tide of panic I was still trying to hold at bay (Piano, Giuseppino mio, piano!), since I’d surely be happy, not alarmed, to find myself transported into a younger body. I was an old monk. Not that old, indeed quite a handsome monk. Quite presentable, if I could just get out of this robe.


That was when I reached for my pocket, for the first time, and rather to my surprise there was a pocket there, or rather a slit in the robe, as if I’d known there would be (as if my hand had known there would be), and my hand went into it and into a pocket in what seemed to be trousers, under the robe, and to my amazement my fingers clasped a wallet.


There was money in it. Modern money. (Money? Did monks carry money? Perhaps they did. Sometimes they had to take the bus, some of them surely did, anyway, and eat, like everyone else.) Foreign money. Lire–––Italian money. This was when I looked up at the storefront and around at the other shops and saw quite clearly that I was in Italy.

THERE WAS MORE in the wallet than money, I’d found as I investigated it. There were cards, two credit cards, that is, in the same name, Fabrizio Roselli, and some business cards, none of them for Fabrizio Roselli.


And nothing for a Giuseppe or a Giuseppino.


Some of this I’d established in the hotel room, where I also opened the satchel and stared at the treasure trove. If the hotel management had been puzzled by the fact that a monk carrying an antique leather satchel was booking himself into one of their rooms, they didn’t show it. Monks presumably stayed in hotels from time to time. I only just made it to the stairs, though, and into the room, because a terrible exhaustion was starting to overcome me. I felt as though I’d been awake for three days without rest.


I was so glad of it, and so glad of the bed where I could sleep, and where I would wake, God willing, somewhere quite else, as somone else, someone I knew.


And if this exhaustion was indeed the end of the strangest and most vivid dream I had ever had, so be it, and God bless it, amen.

Passeggiata

                      WHEN I WAKE IT’S ALMOST DARK AND THE street outside the window is full of the early evening bustle of the evening stroll, the passeggiata. I’m still in the hotel room, I realize, in Italy. And to my horror, though no longer to my surprise, when I turn on the bedside lamp I find that I’m still Brother Ignatius or Giuseppino or Fabrizio Roselli or whoever I am, the Italian inside me who knows what the passeggiata is. The hairy-handed man.


I run to the bathroom to stare at my face, and despite forcing into my expression all the puzzlement and alarm I can summon I’m forced at last to consider that perhaps this person is who I really am and who I’ve always been, until some kind of fit or seizure in the brain took me from myself for a moment, removed my memories and then returned me to my old but now astonishing, hirsute self. Not only hairy-handed but hairy-shouldered, too, I find as I strip off the vest I’ve been wearing under my robe. Quite a mat of grey hair on my back and on my chest, not unattractive but just incredibly strange to be wearing on my skin.


It was still terrifying, but it was an adventure, and it was real. And it was–––this much was clear–––only just beginning.


The question in my mind was, how to get back more of who I was?


I could wander round the town, waiting to be accosted. “Fabrizio!” –– or “Father!”


(Or Giuseppino, indeed. But I seemed to have lost him, or he had lost me. I heard no more voices in my head, addressing me this way.)


But what if no-one accosted me at all? How long would I be prepared to stroll in mournful hope around the town and along the street front, like the representative that a British newspaper––––


And this thought stops me dead. 


Like the chap that a British newspaper (which one? –– no idea –– was it the old Daily Express? And what’s that doing in my brain, lying around like loose change when I can’t locate the bank account of me?) –– yes, like the chap that the Daily Express used to deploy on the summer seafront at Brighton or Eastbourne or another seaside town, with his photograph in the day’s newspaper and, as an incentive to buy the paper, five pounds’ reward if you spotted him and went up to him and said, you’re so-and-so or such-and-such and I claim my five pounds! How on earth is it that I remember this? What does it mean? Brighton? Eastbourne? The words are oddly hieratic, or rather heraldic, as if they were ancient battle cries, or rallying cries. As it might be, Gloucester! Burgundy! (Gloucester? Burgundy?? echoes my bewildered brain, trying to keep up.) I claim my five pounds. What else was there with this, or beside it, as a fellow-memory, or behind or before or after it?


Apparently nothing.


But if I remembered this, could I really be Fabrizio Roselli the priest, a man who spoke English to himself in his head?


Forget about lurking in the town hoping to be recognised, I could go straight to the police and tell them I was suffering from amnesia and could they please circulate my photograph and if possible put my image on television. Assuming they didn’t kick me down the police station steps as a joker, they would then –– what would they do? Send me off to hospital? Put me in a cell? Would they allow me to go back to my hotel? Perhaps not, because in my state I might lose track of who I was again and wander off just when they were helping to establish where I belonged. 


There was one problem, though, with going to the police.


The gold coins. Whose were they? If mine, how did they come into my possession?


And with this question came a further one. Was I really a monk? I had no reason to doubt it (though did monks really carry credit cards?). But anyone could acquire a robe, after all. It didn’t prove anything.


More to the point: the coins. Did I want to risk my title to this treasure, without waiting to see whether a little of who I was, monk or impostor, returned in the coming hours? 


It did occur to me to be intrigued by how quickly I suspected that these coins were not necessarily mine by legal right. Was this a semi-conscious, semi-repressed memory peeping out? More likely it was just the consequence of finding oneself in possession of what appeared, on the face of it, to be a mysterious fortune, without knowing why or how one had come by it. Wasn’t this enough to spark unease? The coins could be my monastery’s ancient fortune, which I, Brother Ignatius, had been chosen to bring to town to have valued, or to sell. Yet what was it about inhabiting Fabrizio Roselli that made this feel so implausible?


All right, I decided, give it an hour or two. Another little snooze. Return, perhaps, to the bench by the sea (if I could find my way–––but surely I could find the sea), to see if that would give a helpful jolt.


Alternatively, I could go to a doctor, or to a hospital, and ask if they had any bright ideas for an amnesiac wandering in off the street. 


But no, my suspicion was that they’d suggest I went to the police. Indeed they’d probably contact the police themselves.


I had a vision of myself in an Italian jail, with my memory fully restored, amid the laughter of my cellmates, cursing myself for having gone to the police when I’d had a bout of amnesia in the middle of a brilliant crime, and had handed myself in to the law just as I was about to get away with a daring robbery, dressed as a monk.


I wasn’t thrilled to be going around as a monk. Perhaps this was a remnant of the person I was before I somehow awoke as Fabrizio Roselli. Or else Roselli himself, the Roselli I was and always had been, wasn’t too thrilled with the charade. And even if was no charade, my peculiar state surely permitted me the freedom to defrock myself, if I wished. I descended to the street and used my credit card to buy a nice shirt and jacket to go over the brown trousers I found myself wearing beneath my robe.


I have to say I was getting used to myself already. I had a good forthright stride, or Roselli did, anyway, and we had quite a charming if modest profile, boyish under our iron-grey fringe, at which I glanced at a good deal in shop windows as I walked along. I still didn’t like the hair on the back of my hands, but I was beginning to think I’d get used to it.


The credit card caused no problems. The shop assistant seemed friendly, but not so friendly that I felt he recognised me, so the query–––mi conosce?–––died on my lips. It could wait. (After “Do you know me?”, would I know how to continue, in Italian? I had no idea.) Also I found talking to be a most unpleasant experience. My own words resonated inside my head, almost like an echo, and I couldn’t work out whether this was because of some dissociative aspect of my amnesic state which made everything I did seem artificial, not entirely natural, in some way (but what would ‘natural’ feel like to someone as self-conscious as I was, in my current incarceration in the present tense?), or whether it was simply the unfamiliar sound of my own voice that made speaking so strange. My thoughts seemed to be mine. They felt familiar, grooved. I wasn’t expecting my voice, though. Why not? What kind of a voice had I expected? A deeper one, perhaps. Was it possible that my speaking voice had never been a good fit with what I took to be my mind, or my soul, or my hairy hands, and that I’d long ago ceased to notice this mismatch? Now, starting afresh, as it were, and hearing my voice as if for the first time, I was offended by it, it seemed to me. 


To add to my crisp new shirt and jacket I bought some toiletries and returned to the hotel, where I anticipated a ripple of surprise at my transformation from sweaty monk to man-about-town, but the girl at the desk had just come on duty while I was out shopping and saw in me nothing out of the ordinary. Depositing my robe in my room, I returned to the street to set out for the sea front.


Only–––where then, if nothing came back to me on the esplanade?

Padua

                     BUT SOMETHING DID COME BACK TO ME, A scene both illuminating and mystifying at once. While sitting on the stone bench I had the first flashback, as I called it then, for lack of a better word. It was the second one, counting my instant in silk and slim white hands, on the bed in the hotel bedroom, but that had been confined to my mind and my immediate vicinity, namely my body. This was a full scene, with sound as well as vision.


The instant before it began I had been sitting on the same bench in the same place as I had that morning, now in the darkness of the evening but with exactly the same plunging crash and rattling suck the sea had made during the day, a crash-suck sequence that repeated itself even though there was no-one but me to hear it and nothing could be seen of it, repeated itself tirelessly as if to say, Damn your daylight and your night, damn your turning globe, I am the sea and I speak until I’m done. What do I need with an audience? To hell with your hours. 


All the while I sat there on the stone bench puzzling over what it was that spoke so soothingly to me out of the sea’s tireless activity, until I realized that it too was acting automatically, just as I was, it too was blind, crashing on the shore as if no-one had explained to it that the show was over, that people would soon be going to sleep and it could take a rest, and no-one would notice.


To hell with your hours! The sea, too, was pounding the beach in frustration, trying to remember why.


Nothing was reaching me in the way of a glimpse of what might have been happening before I came to in the thrall of those crashing waves, in the midday sun, and I remember thinking that I needed to come back tomorrow when the sun was high, perhaps, to recreate the moment the way the police do it when they dress up a policewoman to resemble the victim of a crime and have her follow the route the dead girl took, at exactly the same time of day. This too seemed like a memory from another life, like the Daily Express man on the Brighton seafront, and “I claim my five pounds!” I was thinking these odd, shallow thoughts, as if my mind were unable to do more than sip at breath, thoughts in which the darkness of the beach blended into the darkness in my mind as soon as I tried to remember anything that was me or mine, when the next thing I knew I was in Padua in the 16th century, or maybe the 17th.


That first time, I’d have been happy to have said it was simply a dream (can a man in a dream, or one who feels as if he is in a dream, have a dream?), except for the fact that all the time I was still on the stone bench with the sea crashing on the pebbles in the darkness.


I mean that I was still awake in one place, where the repeating explosion of the waves kept the mind attending (waiting for the next boom and hiss of the pebbling shore, all the little roundy stones rushing like the doomed trying to catch the last train out of hell), and I was still conscious of the stone seat beneath me which in turn kept my haunches aware of its hard surface, while I was also awake in another place. I knew it was Padua because my mind told me so, unbidden, and I knew was the 16th or 17th century, or thereabouts, because of what people were wearing.


We –– my companion and I –– were in a busy thoroughfare which at the same time was not at street level. I could tell this because when I glanced to my left, through the gaps in a series of wooden arches, I could see a large piazza some twenty feet below us, where peasants and housewives and stallholders, and a few grandees, busied themselves in a marketplace or manoeuvred their slow way through the crowd, on horseback. The gallery overlooking the piazza, where I was walking beside a grandee in a green frock coat, was also crowded with people of all kinds going on their purposeful way, and those who were evidently of the wealthier or more aristocratic sort greeted my companion as we passed them. One or two gave me a nod, in honour, I felt, of my clerical garb, and because I was with his Lordship (the title was a given in my mind, as was the identity of our city, Padua), rather than because they knew me personally. Indeed, no names came to my mind in relation to any of the passers-by. One carrot-haired fellow seemed to be taking a special interest in me, judging by his gaze, but he too, lurking in the darkness of the gallery, was a stranger to me. My clerical garb, I should add, appeared to consist of the very same black robe which I had been wearing when I came to on the seafront at midday, the robe which was now lying in my hotel room. I was also wearing the same sandals, or else a virtually identical pair. Under the black robe, however, I was wearing a white habit which was new to me and which made the whole outfit chokingly hot. His Lordship then turned to me and spoke, rather stiffly, I thought.


“Are you ready to undertake this task, Father Anselmo?” 


“I am at your command, your Excellency,” I said. This is easy, said my mind, conscious of playing a part, as in a dream, and needing to pretend that I knew what was going on.


“The journey is long,” the grandee in green continued, “and the mountains, at this time of year, can be discouraging to even the most sure-footed beasts.”


“I shall walk, then,” I said, and in my mind’s eye I saw a gully amid boulders and snow on the ground, and a mountain high above. My whole body pined for the snow. “I have visited the convent in the very depths of winter, and I know the region well, with all its hidden paths. You will be entrusting this secret to the right man.”


A few more words followed, relating in oblique terms to a rendez-vous where the grandee would consign to me the ‘secret’ I had agreed to deliver. Nothing was said that gave an inkling of its nature, or its precise destination.


This –– as described above –– was the gist of it. Afterwards, when Padua had disappeared and I was back on the dark seafront, alone, it seemed to me that the grandee and I had been speaking in English, although we had surely been speaking Italian, and what remained in my mind was not our words but their meaning as I had understood them.


And all the time, while I walked and talked with His Excellency (whoever His Excellency was, since unfortunately this piece of information didn’t arrive with the memory) in an upstairs gallery in Padua, the sea continued to crash onto the beach below the esplanade where my behind was getting tired of the cold stone seat and my back craved rest.


Then in an instant, as though my body’s discomfort had broken through the veil of the past, Padua was gone and with it the gallery full of people and my companion and the carrot-haired fellow and the hum of talk from the crowded piazza on market day.


It had been like a vision, certainly, like a vivid daydream, and yet with the intensity of memory. I was certain it was a memory. I had been in that place and spoken those words. I was, or had been, Father Anselmo.


I rose, completely bewildered now, a man with a past only a few hours old but also, apparently, several hundred years old. (And what of the Daily Express?) The encounter in Padua had felt, without any possibility of question, like a scene I had once played. There were even moments when I knew what I would be saying next, and where I anticipated what the grandee in green would say, just as if what I was doing was re-enacting a memory.


In all respects the robe I had been wearing over the white habit, in Padua, seemed to be the one I had been wearing this afternoon, until I bundled it up in the store where I bought my shirt and jacket, and took it back to the hotel. 


None of which made any sense. Only a ridiculous explanation proposed itself, and failed in one important regard to conform to its premise. My satchel and the coins had struck me as antique. The robe and my sandals were equally at home in 1600 as they were today, as was my cotton vest, and even my pants, crudely cut from cloth as coarse as baize and tied at the waist by a drawstring, was hardly modern. If it hadn’t been for Fabrizio Roselli’s wallet with the lire and the credit cards I might have been forced to the conclusion that I was a time traveller or rather someone who had fallen off time’s spiral without meaning to, and landed in another century. This was at any rate a hypothesis, but a leaky one. What was I doing with a modern wallet, then?


Perhaps the wallet too was a refugee, lost in the spiral, and perhaps I wasn’t Roselli at all but a celestial Lost and Found agent, bringing Roselli back a wallet that had slipped, as surely so many objects did, between the cracks of time. Was it possible that the ‘secret’ His 16th century Excellency was planning to hand over to Father Anselmo–––to myself, the time travelling monk–––was in fact Fabrizio Roselli’s 21st century wallet?


It was a pleasing if ludicrous thought, and I was well aware that I was trying to make bricks out of a few poor wisps of straw. Besides, no explanation that linked ancient Padua to Roselli’s credit cards, however far-fetched, allowed for the fact that I knew English (at least in my head), or explained my memories of vanished British seaside customs–––if only one familiar face would appear on this seafront whom I could recognize and from whom I could claim my five pounds!–––and police identification procedures. Of how many times and places did I partake? If it was true, I reflected as I walked slowly back into the town, that we all lived many lives, and perhaps I had stumbled into a corridor in the hotel of our successive incarnations. Perhaps I’d fallen through a door and come upon the back stairs that connected the different stages of our soul’s journey.


But what was I supposed to do next? And where did the satchel with the gold coins belong? 


I couldn’t see any coherence in the experiences of my day, and I began to feel frightened and defeated once more as I watched people lingering in restaurants over their food, and talking loudly to surmount the noise in crowded bars. It was a welcoming place and wished I were at home here and had a part to play in the town. The roadway in particular was welcoming, it didn’t have a separate pavement meant for pedestrians and then a step down to the street paved for cars, it was all one concave surface of stone sloping gently from either side of the road towards the middle, from the doorsteps of the houses and the cafés and restaurants and stores into the street between them, where a car or a motorcycle would thread its way patiently among the people, for whom all of the street was home. The people–––I couldn’t take my eyes off them. They knew who they were, on some crude level that we all take for granted. To have that certainty removed, to have only darkness where identity and memory should be, was a kind of exile I don’t believe I could ever have imagined, before it happened to me. I wanted help now as I had wanted it only in short flashes during the day, moments of panic which had been replaced by a sense that surely the fog would life, must lift, if I was patient. At the same time I dreaded help more than I had at any time since my ordeal began, because it seemed to me that the outcome of throwing myself at the mercy of doctors and the police might not, as I’d first speculated, lead swiftly to the end of the ordeal, to learning who I was. What if I was caught up in something that would not submit to a simple resolution with a name, an address and a past attached to it? Which would be worse, to continue to blunder forwards as I was doing as long as my Roselli-money and my (or his) credit-worthiness lasted, in the hope of unravelling the mystery myself, or to risk being locked away, perhaps indefinitely, as I surely would be if I told my story in its entirety, including my Paduan flashback?


I realised that this was hysterical thinking. I made myself slow down and stop, and look around once more. What harm would there be in having a coffee and even exchanging a word or two with someone? What was there awaiting me in my hotel room? Nothing.


Only my robe, which I now wanted to examine further, to try and establish its antiquity or otherwise. And the coins, in their satchel. I couldn’t think about the coins without stirring obscure, conflicted feelings. It now occurred to me that this was odd. What was my problem with the coins? They were the main reason I’d felt immediately reluctant to go to the police and be obliged to surrender them along with myself. I’d vaguely thought this was simply spontaneous greed–––I’d woken like a child to find an elaborate toy train set at his side, and I was in no hurry to give it up. But that wasn’t precisely the sensation the coins aroused. Fear was mixed in with it too. But fear of whom and what?


The explanation was there, almost there, just out of reach, as when you go purposefully into a room and then can’t remember why.


The coins could wait. They would wait for further inspection (perhaps I should take one to be valued). And the prospect of my hotel room itself seemed claustrophobic. It was the only dead end in a world of dizzying, empty horizons. 


Or rather, empty-seeming, because although I pictured myself alone in this vast plain, there was also a sense of hide and seek, a premonition that worlds were gathering at my back, immediately behind my head. If I turned fast enough, but I never could, I’d catch a tiny germinating dot, a dot becoming a small cloud bubbling and ballooning a giant city out of its puff-paste beginnings, the city that was my past. Or else at any moment someone who hadn’t been within a mile of me a second earlier might tap me on the shoulder and that past would flood in from every direction. And all the time, as these sensations prickled like sweat at the back of my neck, I was walking down the side of the crowded street, hugging the wall but trying not to seem fearful or out of place.


I could feel a war inside me, on the one hand this animal fear of my unprotected state, bringing with it a longing to crouch in a small, safe spot and think and wait and let in whoever and whatever I was in tiny increments, and on the other hand an equal fear that if I hid in my burrow I would never learn anything. Days, weeks might go by as I cowered in my hotel room or wandered round this town like a revenant. The very idea that days might lie ahead of me in this condition, months even, perhaps years, made me feel nauseous and I reached out a hand to the bluish grey stone wall beside me, an exterior wall carved into an impersonation of massive bricks speckled and pitted like giant blocks of shortbread. (Like shortbread, yes. Like the shortbread of my childhood, that much I knew. I could see the pitted golden rectangles on a plate–––but where we were in that momentary vision, and when, I had no idea and could reach no farther into the darkness around it.) The rough feel of the stone was the most intense and alarming sensation I’d had since Padua vanished from my head.


My lord, I shall guard it with my life.


Abruptly, the words came into my head unbidden, with such an extraordinary relief that I began at once to rack my brain, not only to know why they brought such relief, but in hope that with them would come, must come––––


But nothing came. Only the words, which came to me almost as print, as though they were written across my mind, or my flesh, or on my eyes. My lord, I shall guard it with my life. They came to me as though someone in my head were saying them, but with a faint delay, like an echo of which a thought had been the first voicing and only the echo itself, the second voicing, occurred aloud in my mind. It was a strange sensation, but I had no time to dwell on it while trying to decipher the words and their function in bringing me such immense relief. Had I said them in the ‘flashback’ memory of Padua? No, although they fitted. But I hadn’t said them. Would I have gone on to say them, if the memory had continued? Were these the next words spoken, and was my relief at remembering them simply the unblocking of what had temporarily been obscured or broken down, a continuity of memory my unconscious had been fighting to re-establish, as if suffering a smaller amnesia within the greater one?


Nothing came with the words, though. Just the words themselves, as if printed out, and a wave of gratefulness, an unplaceable sense of security that they alone could provide.


Now, on the strength of this surge of confidence, was surely the moment to make some contact with people in the evidently actual, tangible world around me, the world that was not a dream.


And still I hesitated. Once again I had to remind myself that my case was not as desperate as I was making it seem. After all, I had Fabrizio Roselli. That’s to say I had his wallet and his credit cards, and since he seemingly existed, I could somehow find him, or he would find me if I went on spending his money. If I was him, so much the better. I would find out who I was.


But to walk into one of these brightly lit, merry cafés and strike up a conversation with a stranger, even with the barman, say. Pleasant evening, Signore. Yes it is, certainly. Is this your first visit to our paese?... 


It was then that I saw someone watching me from a table. Or rather I had the sense that she had been looking in my direction, perhaps following with her eyes one of the cast of townspeople in their finery, couples mostly, taking the evening stroll or passeggiata–––the word familiar to me as Father Anselmo. 


For an instant, as this thought passed through my mind, it brought an image in its train, that of a prison cell. In the cell sat a man I didn’t recognise at all, a small, neat fellow with a full head of hair and a tidy mustache, wearing a voluminous, shiny cloak made of what looked like gaberdine, with a hood. He turned to me from the book he was reading, looked up and smiled in greeting, and promptly vanished before I could speak to him or even ask myself whether he too was I myself, in yet another life. From this flashback, which once again felt like a recent event clearly and fully remembered, I was able to preserve certain clues. The prisoner was not myself, unless one could be in two bodies at once. His eyes had gazed directly into mine and made me present at the scene.


As before, this brief vision never entirely displaced the passeggiata, so that as my mustachioed friend smiled up at me, his eyes still full of his book, women in surprising fur coats (despite every indication that the season was summer) appeared to stroll through his prison cell like ghosts, arm in arm with their ghostly consorts. While the memory lasted, the cell and signor mustache–––something other than his smiling face told me he was Italian, and my friend–––were more vivid than the street. Behind me, at the rear of the cell,  were a few faces I recognized, in a group of people whom I understood to be my supporters, wishing me well, and carrot-head from Padua was amongst them. Beside him a fellow with lank black hair was in need of a shave, which struck me as irksome, rather as if travellers from the 16th century should at least take the trouble to shave before departure. I think I knew, this time, that the vision would pass, and when it did I held it in my mind no longer than one does a dream, turning it over in a puzzled fashion in one’s head, and eventually letting it go. 


Was it possible that I was still in a dream, that this was all a dream? Yet why should it contain these interpenetrating realities, the ghostly cell and the street? Was I a ghost, perhaps, haunting more than one world? Was I dead?


I looked again at the woman I thought had been glancing in my direction. Did she know me? I wondered. Might she know who I was?–––or at least, if she’d seen me before and recognised me now, would she be able to supply a helpful clue? She was alone at one of a line of café tables in the street, and on hers sat a miniature espresso coffee cup and a similarly tiny drink with something bobbing in it. To my surprise I knew that the drink was sambuco and that the little bobbing items were coffee beans. I knew, too, that I relished sambuco. Gazing at the little glassful on the table, I could even summon the acridity of aniseed on my palate. The woman who shared my taste for this was in her late thirties, at a guess, and elaborately groomed. Her clothes were colourful in an expensive way. Allowing for her exquisite grooming, I decided she might be forty, perhaps, an Italian woman by her looks and the confident way she sat nursing her little drink and sipping from it, in between sips of her coffee. She looked at home here, wealthy, or at least prosperous, to judge by her flamboyant yet fashionable clothes. Why such a woman would be sitting alone was a question that proposed itself at once, but her self-contained air made it clear, I thought, that she wasn’t looking for company. At the same time she was interested in the passers-by, who glanced politely at her and one or two of whom made a discreet nod of recognition, and I began to discern a kind of melancholy in her eyes that I hadn’t noticed on first inspection. As she watched the evening parade of citizens and tourists (their preening, pretended indifference turned the whole street into theatre), gradually dwindling now as the hour of passeggiata drew to an end, her enquiring gaze seemed less to be addressing someone who might come than to be acknowledging the fact that he would not be coming, despite her gorgeous outfit. At any rate, not tonight.


Finally, after I had been studying her for some time, lost in the intense sensation–––no doubt all travellers know it, even those in possession of their past, but now it was my presiding condition–––of proximity to people one will surely never see again, she returned my gaze without embarrassment. 


Looking into her strongly sympathetic eyes, the eyes of a complete stranger yet one who has no fear of meeting your gaze with an equally frank and open one, I felt how much I longed for one person in whom to confide. I hadn’t realized it until this instant, because all people seemed by definition to belong to a breed with whom I could not communicate, until I knew who I was; either that or they were people who would want to guide me towards medical or some other protective help. It hadn’t occurred to me that what I wanted with all my heart was a friend, if such a being–––one who would hear me out and believe me, or at least suspend judgment–––could be found.


She was, I thought, definitely looking at me as though she recognised me, or recognised something in me–––a quite different matter, but in my strange present-tense existence I wasn’t sure I could tell the difference between the two. I went towards her, full of fear again as I took the first step. If she thought me a friendly, normal passer-by, and if she herself were one such, she would soon be disappointed when I confessed the truth, all the more disappointed, indeed, because what her pleasant, unforced gaze seemed to offer was precisely a refuge from strangeness. Hello, stranger, her smile seemed to say, you’re not a stranger to me. And somehow I would have to explain to her that I was a stranger to everybody, and might as well just have arrived from Mars.


By now I had left the ghostly prison cell behind and I was no more than six feet from her table. There was an immediacy of fellow-feeling, it seemed to me, in her eyes and face; if I had tripped and fallen, she would have gasped, she would have risen to her feet, rather than looked on dispassionately. She seemed to be waiting for me to speak but, to my surprise, she spoke first.


“You’re not Italian, are you,” she said.


She herself, dark-haired, with voluptuous features, looked so Italian, or at any rate so very Mediterranean, that I was startled to hear her speak English, and not only idiomatic English but with an English accent. 


“How did you know?” I said.


She laughed, a throaty, attractive sound.


“You look so lost, and so uncomfortable.”



“Well, it’s true–––” I began, hearing my annoying voice, and continuing to be annoyed with it.


“Are you alone? Will you join me? My name is Simonetta.” And she extended a slim, elegantly manicured hand.

Simonetta
                         SHE WASN’T ITALIAN AT ALL, IT TURNED out, despite her name and her looks. Simonetta was Maltese, Malta-born to parents who had moved to London, she explained, where the children, four girls and a boy, had been raised off the Holloway Road. She’d attended St. Winifred’s in Finsbury Park, and got married at 18, straight out of school.


The names of these places rang distant bells, presumably belonging to London, but all I could think, as I nodded and ordered caffé, was that I would now have to reciprocate. What on earth could I say?


Where are we? I wanted to cry out. What’s the name of this place? Help me. I don’t understand what’s going on.

“The odd thing is,” she was saying, holding her coffee cup to her lips and drawing on it in tiny sips, “I’ve lived all my life in London but as soon as I come here, to Italy, or to anywhere in the Mediterranean, really, I feel as if I’ve come home.”


I couldn’t even bring myself to nod. She certainly looked at home, with her dark features and beautiful clothes. 


“It couldn’t be less like my real home, though. I can’t imagine people coming out like this to stroll along the Holloway Road, just for show. Can you?” She studied the passeggiata and its elegant actors, as overdressed and narcissistic as if this small town had just performed an opera with its entire population as the cast, and they were all now taking a collective bow, walking past in couple, to imaginary applause. It was hard for me not to take it personally. We know who we are, they were saying. Do you? 


Simonetta watched them over my shoulder. She seemed to be avoiding looking at me, I thought, as if she were making it clear to the preening passers-by that she was not with me, nor I with her, but that we were simply companions of an idle moment.


“Look,” I said, although she was still talking about her London origins, “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I need your help. I think I’ve lost my memory.”


There, I’d said it. A part of me, I realized, had been hoping that just saying it aloud to someone would break the spell. Now that it hadn’t, and everything was still the same, I had to blunder on. 


“Since the middle of the day today.” I said, conscious of Simonetta staring at me. I also realized I was leaning towards her and speaking in an undertone, but I couldn’t bring myself to stop. “I haven’t been able to remember anything, not what my name is, who I am, or what I’m doing here.”


“Are you serious?” she said.


“You’re the first person I’ve been able to bring myself to talk to. I know it sounds crazy, but I seem to be undergoing some kind of total amnesia.”


Now it was out in the open and I no longer belonged to normality.


“I can’t remember anything,” I said, “and I’m terrified that whatever it is that I’ve forgotten, I’ll never get any of it back.”


She gazed at me for a moment.


“Of course you will,” she said. “You poor man,” she said, unable to suppress a smile, “I thought you looked lost. Have you been to the police?”


I shook my head. “I haven’t been anywhere. Just wandering around, waiting for something to click. Or for someone to recognise me. You don’t recognise me, do you?”


Simonetta shook her head, trying to remember.


“I thought for a moment that you had. You haven’t seen me before?


“I don’t think so.”


“You see, I’ve no idea how I got here, or when. I found I had some money in my pocket and I took a hotel room and fell asleep. But I still couldn’t remember anything when I woke up. You’re the first person I’ve spoken to.”


“Don’t you think you ought to go to the police?”


“Well, that’s it, you see. I‘ve been hoping it wouldn’t come to that. That the fog would just clear, or at least start to clear. It feels as if it can’t go on. Unless that’s an effect of the amnesia. Do you suppose?” What with the relief of having someone to talk to, I couldn’t stop. “It makes no sense to have no memories, so perhaps that’s why I keep thinking that any minute they’ll all come back. Do you think?” Simonetta was still watching me patiently. She shook her in mystification. “And there’s something else. I can’t explain this very clearly, because it’s just a feeling, but I’m afraid that I’m caught up in something that won’t get me much sympathy from the police.  First I thought it might be something criminal, and then...”


I looked at her and saw that for all my babbling nothing had yet replaced the frank and open gaze that had drawn me to her in the beginning.


“Oh, you don’t know how grateful I am,” I said, “that you’re not treating me as if I’m inventing this.”


Once again, as I spoke, I had the strange experience of a slight internal delay inside my head, a little as though I were on the phone and hearing an echo of my own voice –– and yet that doesn’t quite capture it, because I wasn’t hearing my words twice, but when they came out it was as though they were simultaneously being proclaimed, or published, if that makes any sense; as if someone was issuing my words as a script, as I spoke, and this applied not only to my words but my delivery of them and my very existence on the metal chair across the table from Simonetta, which were both a reality and a script. How were they a script? I can’t describe it, since the scene didn’t appear before my eyes on paper. And it’s too neat to say that life, at that moment, seemed like a scripted reality. It can only say that it seemed as if I was producing life as a script, and simultaneously living it, but with an all-but-imperceptible time lag which alerted me to the script-nature of reality. It was disturbing, and distracting, and I longed to ask Simonetta if she recognised or even shared the sensation, but it was too soon for that. I simply had to try and ignore it for the time being.


“Look,” I said, “I need to tell you what happened to me this evening when I was sitting at the seafront. I went down there because that was the place, on a stone bench above the beach, where I first became aware that I was here with no idea why and no idea who I was. But instead of what I was hoping for, I had a memory that... well, that on the face of it seems impossible.” And I told her about my Paduan recollection on the beach and the more recent flashback when I was simultaneously in the street and in prison visiting a moustachioed friend.


“This is quite extraordinary,” Simonetta said when she’d heard me out, and to my relief there was still no skepticism in her voice, but only interest and attention.


“You believe me, then,” I said. “You do believe what I’m saying?”


“It’s too strange not to believe it,” she said. “And what would you gain by inventing such a story? Let me ask you something. Is there anything in your pockets apart from money?”


I brought out the wallet and showed her its contents.


“Well, Fabrizio,” Simonetta said after inspecting the credit cards “Are you Fabrizio, do you think?”


“I don’t know,” I said. “How can I find out?”


“Very easily, I should say,” Simonetta said, and a new tone came into her voice, one that was soon to become familiar. It was a take-charge tone, and I liked it. I was glad of it, at any rate. “We’ll phone the credit card company,” she said, “and if they won’t help, we’ll find an internet café and look you up on Google. Okay?” She studied my expression. “You’ve heard of the internet?”


“Of course I have. I know what the internet is. What’s a google?”


“It’s a search engine. You don’t remember Google?”


“Google,” I said. It sounded familiar but I couldn’t quite bring its meaning into focus. I could see the word in front of me, in script reality, and I fancied it might be a directory of amnesic souls, a gallery of mug shots for people to ogle (go ogle!) and see if they recognized someone.

Death by drowning
                         “ARE YOU REPORTING A MISSING card, signore?” insisted the credit card company I phoned.

I stumbled over my answer, longing for information, any information, but reluctant to give up the spending power and the independence the cards represented.  When I put my hand over the phone and repeated the credit card employee’s question to Simonetta, she shook her head. I couldn’t think where to go with my enquiries and said into the telephone: “Why? Is it missing?”

“That’s what I’m asking you, signore. Are you phoning us to report a missing card?”

I said not, and asked if they would confirm that they had my correct home address, but they wouldn’t give it to me unless I provided them with security information, and I gave up before I could appear a more suspicious caller than I’d already shown myself to be. During my next call, after making a plan with Simonetta, I was prepared for the lost card question and asked whether, if I did find I had cause to report the card missing, which as yet I did not, although it was mislaid, they could swiftly send me a replacement. Certainly they could, the girl said. I went ahead and reported the second card missing, only to find that of the same security questions awaited me, beginning with my mother’s maiden name. “I’m afraid I’ve forgotten that,” I said and, seeing the expression on Simonetta’s face as she fought off a smile, I hung up quickly to avoid bursting into laughter down the phone myself.

“It’s not funny,” I protested, laughing despite myself. “I can’t even remember my mother, let alone her maiden name.” I stared at Simonetta. “Well, that was a waste of time, wasn’t it?”

“Never mind,” Simonetta sighed. “You still have the first credit card. Let’s see if we can find you on the internet.”

She led me firmly, clearly knowing her way, along the main street –– almost empty now that the pre-prandial stroll was over and the town was sitting down to supper –– until we turned into a narrow defile leading to distant flights of steps.

“When did you last eat?” Simonetta asked. She saw my blank expression. “Are you hungry?” 

I wasn’t. Or had I eaten at some point, and my stomach still remembered, although my mind didn’t? 

“First the internet, then we eat,” Simonetta said.

Walking beside this striking-looking woman in her elegant clothes, I became abruptly self-conscious about my own appearance. It wasn’t my scruffy mediaeval pants and my ancient sandals that worried me, so much as my face. Seeing myself in the shop windows we passed, I knew the person there must be me, but it was as if someone had stuck a stranger’s head on my shoulders. Was it a good head? It seemed quite a good head to me, with its cropped grey-hair and small features. And the face–––should I be thinking about how best to dispose the features? Furtively trying out smiles and frowns to see how they looked?

We took a left turn into the little vicolo or laneway with the steps at the far end of it, and as we did so it dawned on me how well she knew where we were headed. I realized I hadn’t asked her a single thing about her presence in the town. Did she live here? I asked.

She was ahead of me, walking with her firm stride. I saw her shake her head.

“You’re here on holiday?”


She didn’t answer. I caught up with her and repeated, in embarrassment, how remiss it was of me to have taken her so for granted.


“Why should you have asked?” she said. “You who are so poor in memories just now. It would be like a beggar asking a rich man how wealthy he was.”


Now we were climbing the steep flights of steps. Simonetta turned at the top, waiting. She was lit rather glamourously, it seemed to me, by a streetlight attached to a house overlooking the steps. 


“And you know what?” she said. “I like it this way. I liked it that you didn’t ask.”


I was held for a moment by her strong, angular features and the strong white teeth that showed in her smile. I had thought Simonetta was handsome but now it was occurring to me that perhaps she was a remarkably beautiful woman. She turned and began to walk along a curving alleyway, with views over the houses to the dark bay beyond. The coastline came into view with its small, glittering lights. At the same instant, the sound of crickets seem to flood in on the wind, and a rattling sound came from the leaves in the trees directly below us. I paused to take it in. It was magnificent, but where in God’s name was I?

           One of the odd things about amnesia, at least as I was experiencing it, was that it wasn’t continuous. I don’t mean that little spurts of memory intruded, but that you kept getting hit by the renewed awareness (or recollection) that you could remember nothing before a certain time. You turned a corner on a street, and abruptly your mind said, You’re amnesic, which made you wonder what it was, at that moment, that you would have remembered if you could have. But there were clearly also moments when it wasn’t troubling in the least, the fact that you could remember nothing. That was odd, surely. And slightly disturbing, because what if that tranquillity began to expand until you no longer cared about the absence of memory, and just lived in a contented, vegetative present? It was a scary thought, and I wondered whether I should try to keep anxiously on edge and aware of the memory loss, until it occurred to me that we all let go of most of our memories –– indeed completely let go of memories of infancy –– and retain only a tiny proportion of them. If I started insisting on a degree of recall greater than what was probably our normal, pot-holed, malfunctioning routing of the past, I’d be pleading amnesia into all eternity, even after I’d got my memory back.


How, indeed, would I ever know if I’d got it all back?


I could see Simonetta standing waiting by the guardrail, gazing out over the view, beautiful and enticing, but my feet were stuck as they get stuck in a dream, or as if they were caught in the treacle of my thoughts.


Was it possible that my memory might come back better than it had been before, and I wouldn’t realize it? Memory was surely like an aging friend, ever-present but not entirely reliable. One should not expect too much of it.  In its temporary absence, I found myself thinking now of memory less as a record than a kind of ghost companion who’d wandered off into the night, one whose purpose wasn’t to provide a store of useful information so much as to supply basic existential reassurance, the bare essentials of an identity. Like a shadow it accompanied each of us and proved we were there. But what did we actually know of ourselves, through memory? Only a fraction of what there was to be known, if we had total recall. Perhaps memory was no more than the passport issued to us by consciousness (put this in your pocket, homo sapiens, from now on you’ll need a rough idea of who you are), containing an assortment of personal facts, as much as you could pack into a briefcase or an overnight bag, but no more. Perhaps it was simply there to tell us that we had indeed existed. Did it really tell us anything more, did it instruct us, did we actually learn from memory? We went on making the same mistakes, surely, and living under the same misapprehensions and generally ignoring all the lessons that memory could provide. Perhaps in all respects other than as existential validation memory was quite spurious, so long as you had the accumulated messages and survival information installed about your body, sense memories, muscle memories and the like, warning you not to stick your hand in a fire and reminding you that you liked blonde women and the taste of mushrooms. (Blonde women? Did I like blonde women?). I certainly seemed to have available enough accumulated knowledge of life and of myself to have climbed these steep steps without falling over and followed this woman, very dark-haired, not blonde at all, towards a buckled iron railing and a majestic view of a bay at night. The guardrail seemed to have received one or perhaps many heavy jolts (young men running, I pictured them laughing and careening into it, bouncing off it and continuing downhill) and the smooth rounded metal was bowed out in the direction of the drop beyond it, but I clearly had available to me the common sense not to push at the guardrail to see  how firm it was. Perhaps that was all a person needed.


Amnesia, I thought. Amnesia. This was amnesia: I was experiencing it. What was it like? At first it comes at you in waves, I recognized, with a sense of a darkness behind and within you where there should be light, and these waves are a little like being drunk. You think you’re fine, then you try and stand up, or you take a deep breath of fresh air –– you reach for a deep draught of memory –– as you look out over a bay at night and realise that this is all you know, the bay at night, the bay at night and nothing else, and it hits you how drunk you are. This thought also made me wonder just how much I knew about being drunk, for the thought to occur to me in the first place.


Suddenly I became aware again that we were no longer climbing the steps. In fact, the steps were some while ago. There was a railing and a view of tiny lights that formed a coastline, and crickets chirping, and the nausea of amnesia again.


“Don’t you want to know why?” she was saying.


“Of course,” I said, although I had lost track of what exactly she was referring to. Know why what?


Know why–––it came to me now–––she was happy that I hadn’t been asking her questions about herself. Wasn’t that what she’d been saying? It was very hard to tell, from instant to instant, how much I’d missed while I was absent in the preoccupations of my brain.


“They died here,” she said.


“Who died here?”


“My family.”


“Your family died here, in this town? You mean–––you mean your parents?”


“No. My family.”


Light flares suddenly in my mind, and for an instant I’m on the lip of something. An abyss roars beneath me, baring its red and gold throat.  Then the illusion is gone, and Simonetta is there before me.


She had stopped–––one thing I’d already learned was that she was a much stronger walker than I was, and was unaffected by the long flights of steps–––and stepped over to a section of the railing so that I could catch my breath.


“My husband and my child,” she said without turning. “Just down where you were sitting on the seafront, on a day a little like today, when people don’t go swimming.” She paused. Now I was aware of being acutely and horribly present, as her words sank in.


“Like today,” she said again, “but cloudy, with big heavy clouds passing over. One of those windy days when nobody in their right mind would go swimming. Only the British. Our sort of day, my son liked to say. No-one warned us how dangerous it could be here.” Simonetta exhaled  and spoke through the last shreds of the breath. “Anyway there was a riptide, and Tony ran in after him and they both got caught. I’m sure nobody in the town thought they were going for a swim, and there was no-one on the beach to stop them. There’s a big sign there now, warning people. You probably saw it.” She glanced at me, but I had to shake my head. I had no memory of a warning sign.


“Tony might have made it to shore again,” she said, turning back, “but not both of them. I was in the hotel room all the time. When they didn’t come back, after a time, I went looking. I found their clothes on the beach, but nothing was known for certain until their bodies were washed up on the Gulf of Salerno, south of here.” She spoke staring down at the view, as though addressing the bay itself. “I never wanted to see this place again. I couldn’t get it out of my mind, but I wanted to move on and I thought, the last thing I want to do is come back here and have to go through it all over again. Only I wasn’t moving on, that was the thing. I hadn’t moved on. And suppose... well, this whole business of avoiding coming back here –– what if it was part of the problem? It’s nearly ten years since it happened, and I thought, I’ve got to do it. Finally I made myself do it, this year. On my own. It seemed like the only way.” She paused, inhaling the sea air. “And now here I am and I’m not sure what I’m waiting for, really. I don’t know if it’s working. Perhaps I won’t know till I go home.” She paused again, and shook her head. “I’m wearing all my fancy clothes, saying, look at me, I’ve moved on. But people take one good look and they know I haven’t.”


I watched her for a time, in silence, while the wind brought the sound of the crickets to us intermittently, in gusts.


“It’s every bit as hard as I thought it would be. I can deal with my own pain,” she said, acknowledged a slight hesitation, by revising her words, “I can deal with my own shit, I was going to say. But when it comes to other people… you see, they still remember me here, they remember what happened, and sometimes they might start to cry and I don’t feel like shedding tears or I’m all cried out. And you know, in Italy –– it was the same in my family too when was I was growing up –– if you don’t cry easily, many times a day if necessary, then there’s something wrong with you.”


All this time Simonetta had been looking out over the bay, or down at the town where lights swung in the breeze, over the main street. More lights flickered in the trees as the leaves twisted and turned.


It was odd to be looking straight down at a town, from such a steep cliff above it. An angel’s eye view, it occurred to me, the view of an angel passing over the town, and I wondered if Simonetta’s terrible story had prompted this thought. She turned to look at me now, and saw my appalled stare, as I fumbled for something to say.


“So there we are,” she said, fighting emotion, and after a moment, “I’m here for the same reason as you.”


“What do you mean?”


“To remember, I was going to say. Or for the opposite reason, perhaps.” Simonetta was losing control of her features, and I hoped she would cry if she needed to. “To put a stop to remembering, if that was possible.” she said. Then, with an effort, she found a more dispassionate tone. “Where you were sitting earlier today, where the stone benches are, that’s where it happened. That’s where you could have seen them drown if you’d been here ten years ago. Isn’t that strange?”


“Everything’s strange,” I said, and my voice again sounded like someone else’s, thicker and less clear. But I also realized that I was beginning to find it less grating than I had before. Everything, Including being here with you, I wanted to add. Including looking down at the town and the sea. Including wearing these clothes. 


Simonetta gazed at me, one of her soulful, understanding gazes that made me almost shudder to think what it would be like to know her well and have that tender look be withdrawn from you and replaced with hardness.


I barely had time to wonder why such a thought had come to mind before she was speaking again. “What I said a moment ago,” she said, “about our both being here to remember. I was trying to say something else, really, but I was afraid it might sound cruel.”


“Go ahead. Say it. Say anything you like,” I said. “I’m not sure that there’s enough of me here right now to feel hurt. Unless you’re about to reveal to me that I’m a well-known serial murderer whose photograph is all over the newspapers.”


She shook her head, smiling. ”I was going to say that I wished there was a way you could enjoy your amnesia, while it lasted.”


“Enjoy it?”


“Well, you never know,” she said. “Do you. What might be awaiting you when your memory wakes up. The way you are now, you’ve got nothing to regret. Nothing to be ashamed of.”


I held her gaze, trying to convey that I understood that she would always blame herself for not having been there, on the beach, to call for help. Don’t envy me, I wanted to say. Who knows what I’m going to wake up to, when I do? 


“Or you could be a murderer,“ she said, reading my thoughts. “But for the time being you’ve got a clear conscience.”


“I’m not sure that’s true,” I said, thinking of the coins, and the dim presentiments they brought. I had thought of mentioning them to Simonetta, but again I hesitated, without knowing why. “I’ve a feeling that emotions still attach to things, even to things you can’t yet identify.”


Simonetta nodded, and studied me for a while, rather as if I was a specimen, I thought. But then I was a specimen. I was an amnesiac, a kind of zombie, a waking, thinking, talking sleepwalker. Someone you didn’t meet every day. No wonder she wanted to examine me. “Like when you’re trying to place someone and all you’ve got is a glimpse of how you feel about them, before they come clear in your head.”


“I suppose,” I nodded.


“Actors have dreams that they’re on a stage,” she said, with an odd inflection I was to understand later that evening. “And in the dream they don’t know their lines. Sometimes they don’t even know who their character is and what play they’re in.”


“That’s how I feel about everything,” I said, looking round once more. “Right now I can’t help wondering whether I’ve been here before. Whether I know this town, and whether I’ve seen this view before.”


But nothing resonated, as I gazed out over the rooftops and the sea. All I could think of was Simonetta’s husband and her son, thrashing in the waters. Crying out, inaudibly. I knew from this morning just how loud the surf was. Was it dark, as now, when they finally succumbed? Were they in each other’s arms? They were Simonetta’s past, not mine, but until mine returned I couldn’t help borrowing them.


“Let’s see, then,” she teased. “D’you know where the Café Internet is? Somebody showed me yesterday. Guess. Right or left?”


“I’ve no idea.”


With a smile, she touched me on the arm, and set off. “Come on, it’s not much farther.”


