



[image: cover] 







THE LIFEBOAT



[image: ] 



Zacharey Jane was born in Newcastle, England, and migrated with her family to Australia in 1965. After finishing school she travelled, worked in the film and television industry, sang in bands and exhibited paintings. The Lifeboat is her first novel, conceived on a ferry off the coast of Mexico. She lives in country Queensland, with her husband and two children.









[image: ] 







Contents

Cover Page

Author bio

Title Page

Dedication

Day One

Day Two

Day Three

Day Four

Day Five

Day Six

Day Seven

Day Eight

Day Nine

Day Ten

Day Eleven

Day Twelve

Day Thirteen

Day Fourteen

Acknowledgements

Imprint Page






To Chris,
with love and a car chase.









The tale I am about to tell is a strange tale, and true. It happened in the year of my twenty-first birthday, that lighthouse into adulthood, and has remained with me throughout my life. Now as life’s end draws near, childhood seems closer to my heart than any grown-up time and I am urged by some inner voice to recount this story, though a history of my life it is not.
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DAY ONE

I graduated from university knowing five languages, but little of the lands from which they came. Thus armed I found employment as an interpreter for the government of an island nation, not my own. Most of my work took place in an office, in the port of the small capital city, far from those places whose languages I spoke.

When they brought them in, the couple looked older than anyone I had ever seen before. They had been rescued, or at least found, in a wooden vessel, a lifeboat, two miles off shore, washed into our waterways with the bottles, barrels, dead birds and the other flotsam and jetsam of this planet.

She was tiny, taloned and translucent, razors for fingernails that could slice a flying fish in mid-air to bring it in for supper. Her hair was grey, tangled into tendrils that wrapped about her shoulders like a stole. Her clothes were a man’s and old, worn, roped into obedience over her barbed-wire frame.

The man was slow, big, wide like a canopy and distant like a fog-covered hilltop. I peered up into his heights and mist-grey eyes. The clothes he wore were of no importance and told me nothing, like something bought by a mother for her long-grown-up son. His bare feet sank into the earth, leaving footprints on the linoleum like tracks in wet sand.

He spoke my languages and some more besides – I never did count how many – but in fragments, like a sentence lost to the wind. She said she dreamt in Spanish.

I said: ‘So you are from Spain?’

And she said: ‘Child, we dream in any language of passion.’

He dreamt in his sleep, he said, and we got no more from him that hour.

Their lifeboat was old, but strong, resigned to the battering seas. Apart from those two, it held six large glass bottles of water, corked; a rope, a shade cloth, a fishing net, a compass, two oars and ten packets of dry biscuits in an unmarked tin. Packed to survive, he said, but the compass was broken. We couldn’t say for how long they had been drifting and they would not tell us. From their appearance it must have been weeks. I said: ‘Madame, please tell me the story of how you and your husband come to be here.’

And she replied: ‘Child, I have never seen this man before in my life.’

*

‘I awoke to bright sunshine,’ the woman said. ‘The water whispering in my ear like a shell, sparkling like a counterpane laid about me, and a more beautiful blanket I have never seen, except maybe the stars at night.

‘My mind was untroubled, as if I had slept in my mother’s arms through a storm now departed. Land was nowhere in sight.

‘I lay there, still, staring upwards. A flock of birds passed high above, a gliding arrowhead across the sky. Good luck, they say. I closed my eyes to the sun and my lids melted gold into my mind, empty of thought but full of warmth. I felt that I had never known such peace, but that now it was mine forever. Then a shadow fell across my face and there he was, bowing down to me like a tree branch.

‘“You’re awake?” he asked and held out a cup of water. I felt no surprise at his presence. He sat beside me and watched as I drank. It did not occur to me to ask why or how – simply we were there and the water was beautiful. I thanked him for my drink and offered him the remainder, which he took and drank whilst looking at me over the rim of the cup. When he finished he moved away, returning to something he had been doing at the back of the boat.

‘I watched him work. Occasionally he would look over and smile. Some time passed this way. Our day moved into night slowly, taking its time, as we did, until the sun set the sea on fire. He stopped his work and watched with me, then sent out a net for our dinner.

‘Just before dark we pulled in two fish, which I sliced. In Japan they eat it raw and so did we – the oceans all run together after all. He stared into the sky.

‘“That star,” he said, breaking a silence of some time, “points a way for us to go. See how it is low in the sky? We’ll go that way.” He took up the oars and rowed. I fell asleep beneath the canopy, watching him watch our star and row us onwards.

‘It was not until the seventh day that he caught the scent of leaves upon the wind and snuffed the air like a great carthorse.

‘That was how it was, child, I can tell you no more.’

They took the boat away to be tested.

‘Why?’ asked the woman. ‘It floats.’

I told them that the numbers on the hull or the paint on its bow may hold the secret of the lifeboat’s origin and therefore theirs. He looked lost as we watched through a window and saw the small craft being pulled from the water.

‘There are no numbers,’ he said. ‘I have already checked. But they could scrape her hull and give her a coat of paint if they care to.’ The water dripped from a good growth of weeds that had been hidden beneath the waterline.

‘I’ll see what can be done,’ I replied, feeling for those two as they saw their only world being taken away. He turned from the window and sat down. She moved to the other side of the room and lay down on one of the hard benches. Her face looked grey; she didn’t speak for the next hour. I looked over from somewhere in my conversation with the man and saw that she had fallen asleep. He stood and padded softly to her side. He took off the light jacket he wore and placed it gently over her shoulders.

‘I don’t think she would be used to the coolness in here,’ he said. I nodded and we resumed our conversation.

‘I can tell you little more than she did,’ he said, which told me that although quiet, he was attentive. ‘She slept for two days after me. Little changed in those two days. I watched over her as she slept, as I tended the boat. She dreamt often and cried out in her dreams, but I could do nothing – she was a stranger to me.’

He ran a hand through his unkempt grey hair and down to his beard as if searching for an answer in the bones of his face.

‘I awoke on the boat. I do not know how either of us came to be on board. I do not know why I am here. I do not remember where I came from.’

‘Do you remember anything at all?’

His eyes were half closed, his face shut.

‘Yes. Although whether it is my memory or something dreamt I cannot say.’

‘Tell it to me – maybe in the telling something will occur.’

‘Another time.’

I let it go, although his disinterest surprised me. He didn’t seem to care about his circumstances; he seemed to accept his plight without question and I wondered why. But in the beginning I never thought to question their memory loss: it seemed unthinkable to me that anyone would wilfully walk away from a past that must have known family and love at some stage, for few men are islands. And with the short-sightedness of youth I could not imagine a life of danger or intrigue belonging to anyone over fifty.

That day I explained his diffidence as the after effects of exposure and whatever accident had reduced them to these circumstances, as accident I believed it must have been.

To help them orientate themselves, I described the country in which we found ourselves: an island colony, peopled by immigrants who had claimed it as their own by warring with the previous inhabitants, who themselves had taken it from the people before them. A common occurrence. Upon this many-layered graveyard they forcefully created a nation of peaceful, carefree folk, who guarded their island possession with a righteousness found only in the guilty.

I described the jungle-covered mountains, once impassable, and the farmland plains. I told them of the bays and bleach-white beaches, my great loves, that which had drawn me to the country. It was not a backward place, just remote, set aside from the main stage of international politics by its sultry climate and lack of mineral resources. Farming and fishing were all that was on offer and would suffice until the seas were fished out and the rain stopped falling. Then these people would have to look at the world around them and ask why.

This is how it seemed to me then and I spoke with the assurance of youth and education, and the cynicism of an outsider. One was a foreigner for at least two generations here. But as I’d felt a stranger in my homeland, I found it easier to live where my sense of alienation was more easily explainable.

After an hour or so, having discovered nothing more about the man, we woke the woman and I escorted them to the security compound where they were to be held. Being surrounded by sea, this country was used to refugees washing up on their shores and provided secure premises in which to house the undesirable arrivals. The quarters were Spartan, making it clear that no one should be sure of his or her welcome, yet.

She was put into the women’s section, he the men’s, and their doors locked. I thought it a shame to separate them, but as they were both adamant that they were strangers to each other, as well as themselves, I could not argue for keeping them together. Although they always did, and still do, present themselves to me in my mind as a pair.

At twenty I accepted a job offer on this warm island, a long way from the cold of the country I’d been born in and the nuns who’d raised me. I sailed away from everything familiar, choosing a long boat ride of nothingness to prepare me for my new world. I hoped to be washed clean, to present myself as a blank canvas ready for a history that was to be of my own making. Life, I felt at the time, was a serious matter. Upon my own two feet I stood, with self-righteousness strapped across my shoulders like a setsquare. I was upright, responsible, setting out on life’s trek with a shining beacon burning fiercely from my forehead, blinding most people who crossed my path, and myself.

I was a clean girl, dark hair parted neatly through the centre of my scalp, shoes shining and watch set five minutes fast – I left time no chance to be late. My hair was cut to stay out of my eyes and I didn’t shape my eyebrows, although it was the fashion of the day. I’d tried once on the instigation of a roommate, but stopped when the sophistication it lent my face scared me.

My eyes are large and my face is small, like the rest of me – slight is possibly a better description. The nuns described me as ‘interesting looking’ but I didn’t mind – the pretty girls got too much attention for my taste. I often wondered which of my parents I resembled the most.

I was born during the war, when stoicism was a virtue upheld as a national trait. So I stored my longing for a family away with childish dreams of chocolate and bananas. But secretly I imagined my father to be a handsome officer, captured behind enemy lines, who would one day return to rescue me, appearing at the door of the convent classroom silently, his identity obvious to all thanks to the amazing resemblance between us. When the nuns took us to returned servicemen parades to cheer the troops, I would scan the lines of faces, hoping to catch a glimpse of an eye, the slant of a nose, or shape of a chin familiar to me.

My mother was a more fraught figure about whom I did not fantasise because, to the best of my knowledge, she was still living.

For want of anything dearer to me, my work became my mission, but of the crisp white files and smooth dark desks that decorated my days then, I remember little now. Little of their content that is, although I have a feeling that with each new useless page I added, margined and correctly collated, I buffered myself more from the embarrassment of my own humanity, which seemed far too personal to me.

I wanted to look the other way when every day I was forced to clean and scrub and scrape: skin, teeth, hair, nose, eyes, persistent and demanding. I was dying with life. If only my skin would fold neatly like my underwear into my drawer, or hang like a shirt on a rack to be worn when appropriate.

And that I was female was a joke at my expense; I had no time for women’s biology. I felt branded, a red cross smeared over my door and the recurring memory of the first time when truly I thought I was dying. I ran to the sister, blood on my hand, and she looked away, disgusted. The other girls giggled behind my back. I was bundled off in disgrace – nothing was said. I cried on my bed, curled about my aching abdomen as the muscles churned, dragging my reluctant body into womanhood.

‘The Curse,’ whispered one of my roommates later, enlightening me in the dark, and so I felt it was. That night I dreamt of my mother, whom I had never known, who the nuns said cursed as I was born: cursed life, cursed them, cursed my father away at war and cursed the pain that brought me into this world.

I have observed that this shared trial gives many women a feeling of solidarity, sisterhood, but for me it always felt too personal to discuss and too inconvenient to accept.

I grew up surrounded by girls, which should have made making friends easy. To a small child everyone is a friend, but after the war it was different. Many of the girls were returned to their families; new children came, younger than me, but they were adopted or sent on to government homes, but because my mother had never formally relinquished her guardianship to the state, I was left in a no-man’s-land, waiting.

Christmas time, aged seven, I made a card with a star and a picture of Baby Jesus.

‘What’s that, dear?’ asked the sister, looking up from her desk where she was sorting the Christmas mail.

I gave her my card. ‘For my mother,’ I said.

She read the inscription. ‘Lovely, dear. I am going to put it here, so all the other girls can see how to spell “affectionate” correctly.’

She lifted the card up to the shelf, the position of honour for children’s work. But I wanted it mailed with the other cards.

‘What is it, dear?’ she asked again when I did not resume my seat. ‘Go and sit down and wait for the others to finish.’

I didn’t want to ask. I wanted her to take one of those beautiful white envelopes from the pile and pass it to me. She followed my eyes, moon big over the horizon line of her desk to the envelopes. A shadow blew across her round white face, dismissed with a blink. She looked sad and I wondered what I had done amiss. She pushed the mail aside and reached into her desk, withdrawing one sheet of stiff white paper.

‘There’s no mail for you, dear,’ she said kindly. ‘But,’ said she, lifting her voice to a trumpet tone, ‘you have come top of the class this year and this is your certificate of achievement. Congratulations, dear, we are very proud of you.’

I returned to my desk, certificate clutched in my hand. I hated that certificate; when no one was looking I stamped on it, I tore it up, I threw it out the window into the snow; I hoped I hurt it.

Ten years later I left the convent to take up a scholarship at Oxford, studying languages. By then I had transferred my energies from coveting beautiful white envelopes to collecting a perfect set of certificates of achievement. That was the only year missing.

The position of interpreter had been created to cope with increasing international trade. Being a department of one, I was placed with the clerical staff in Immigration, mostly women. Although they welcomed me, I think that, given my nationality and education, they expected someone more cosmopolitan. However, they were not unkind and would often invite me on their onslaughts to bars and parties. But I always declined and they never pressed, thinking me disinterested. They were wrong, I wasn’t disinterested. I just didn’t know how to do it and was too scared.

I have heard it said that some people ‘lose themselves in their work’; I found myself. I took on as many extra duties as I could and was soon labelled a career girl by the typists and secretaries. This was a modern term, gleaned from the occasional glossy magazine left behind by a summer tourist; it held an alien mystique that added to my separation. So I hid amongst my books and languages; when one speaks so many different tongues it’s easy to find one not to be understood in.

But not everything was work, for the journey to the island revealed in me a secret passion: the sea. Its voluptuous folds and heady perfume. The promise of discovery beyond the horizon and in the dark, hidden depths. To send myself to sleep at night I imagined myself floating alone in the middle of the ocean, out of sight of land, quiet, rocked by the swell. The image comforted me. I know now that the ocean is not always so benign, but in those days I had only experienced a storm from the safety of a warm house on land. In light of this fantasy, I suppose my attachment to the lifeboat pair was not surprising; maybe I even envied them.

Each day, on board the ship that carried me away from England, my passion shook free of its landlocked past, moved within me and grew. Each morning I awoke at dawn to walk the decks, revelling in the grey nothing to either side of the boat. The books I brought with me, measured out carefully to see me through the long journey, were left in the cabin.

This discovery of mine seemed appropriate, in keeping with a unique characteristic of my own. I have never suffered from seasickness, but am affected by a stranger physiological phenomenon which began at puberty: I can predict the weather. Or, more specifically, I know when a storm is approaching. Long before the weathermen broadcast warnings, my stomach begins to cramp and ache, a feeling not unlike indigestion, increasing relative to the size of the storm. It has proved useful many times; one twinge tells me rain is on the way and I can bring in the washing or cancel a day out. After I learnt to sail, that feeling in my stomach saw me turning about for the safety of the nearest harbour.

One afternoon on board I strayed past the bridge and was invited in by the cadet on duty. The mate was kind enough to point out our position on the map and even allowed me to take the helm for a few minutes. They made a great game of saluting me and calling me captain.

It was a clear day, with only the occasional cloud in the sky, but my stomach was cramping. Caught unawares, I winced and put my hand to the area.

‘Are you sick?’ asked the mate with concern.

He took my elbow and led me to a chair, encouraging me to sit down.

‘Come on now, captain,’ said the cadet, trying to joke me out of it. ‘Can’t have our best sailor getting seasick.’

‘No, it’s not that,’ I replied, looking up at him. ‘I really am alright. Just a little discomfort.’

‘Should I get the doctor?’ asked the mate.

‘I can take her down to him, sir,’ offered the cadet.
 
‘Really, I’m fine,’ I insisted, standing.

‘Sit back down, miss, please,’ said the mate firmly. ‘I’ll get the doctor to you.’

He was determined, so I thought it best to explain.
 
‘It’s the weather,’ I said. ‘There’s a storm coming.’
 
They both looked nonplussed.

‘No storms that we know of, miss,’ said the cadet finally, looking out to the horizon as if one might suddenly appear from nowhere.

‘No, it won’t be here until later tonight – probably just some rain and wind, nothing very severe,’ I replied, feeling only a slight pain in my stomach. The cramps would accelerate as the storm grew closer.

They looked at me politely, too well-mannered to reveal what they were thinking.

‘I can feel approaching storms – tell when they’re on their way – by the pains in my stomach,’ I explained.

‘Really?’ said the mate, looking closely at me. ‘How interesting.’

‘Do you have a weather office or something?’ I asked, hearing his disbelief. ‘They may have a forecast.’

‘I can radio in, sir, back to the last port, see what they’ve heard?’ suggested the cadet, who seemed quite taken with the idea. ‘I’ve heard of it before, I think: a cadet on my last vessel had a brother like that, he said. Family of sailors they were, all of them in the service. I never believed him, sir, but I don’t think this young lady would lead us on.’

The mate looked at me again.

‘Go on then, cadet, go on,’ he said, not taking his eyes off me. It made me feel embarrassed, like a child prodigy singled out during school assembly.

The cadet radioed in, and received a positive response. We heard back over the radio: light storms expected late that evening, with winds of up to thirty knots and showers. The mate smiled at me.

‘Well, miss, I must apologise. I doubted you but have been proved wrong. Please accept my apology.’

I smiled in return; the cadet stared at me without speaking.

‘Was your father a sailor?’ asked the mate.

I shook my head.

‘Are you?’ he asked.

‘This is my first voyage. And only the second time I’ve seen the sea in my entire life.’

‘Well, you should be – that is a remarkable gift. I have heard of fishermen developing it over the years, but to have been born that way is outstanding.’

‘Thank you,’ I replied, although it was nothing I could be called responsible for. I wondered where it had come from. From my parents, perhaps? My father had been an officer, that much I knew, but not in the navy.

Word of my talent soon spread amongst the crew and lighthearted enquiries about the weather were made with every greeting. I didn’t mind and found myself half wishing for a storm, just so I might prove myself further by raising the alarm.

It was during this voyage that I decided to learn to sail, a decision I pursued with enthusiasm as soon as I settled into my new job.

From my rented house on the hill I had a magnificent view of the harbour, and an even closer view from the office windows. As I watched the boats come and go I decided that if I were to be a sailor, I would be a proper sailor, of a yacht, a sleek, swan-like vessel and not a motorboat, which required only steering.

I borrowed books on sailing from the library and took weekend lessons from the man who hired out dinghies to the summer tourists. He tried to sell me one, a wooden bathtub with a sail, but I knew my yacht had to be much better, much bigger. He muttered something about oceangoing not being for girls; I ignored him.

I bought maps too, spending my evenings plotting voyages of exploration. The seas around the island were rich with maritime history. The French, the English and the Spanish had all fought in those waters, and traded there when not fighting. Pirates, descended from the ancient corsairs, still sailed the waters to the north. From dry land it all seemed so romantic.

Eventually I found my dream boat. She was a canoe-stern ketch rig, about thirty feet long, with a gleaming, curved white hull that played in the waves like a porpoise, catching the sun with an exuberant gleam. I watched her lucky owners take her out on weekends. Each Monday morning from the office window, I checked to see her safely home again, resting at her mooring.

One morning I arrived at work to find the mooring empty. Nor was she out on the bay. I dithered through my work until lunchtime freed me to hurry to the docks and enquire at the marina.

‘Being de-fouled and overhauled,’ a woman told me over the top of her newspaper. ‘They’re selling.’

I hurried to the slips and found her, high and dry with a ‘For Sale’ sign attached to her prow rail. Enquiries lead me to her owner, and in my anxiety not to miss out, I’m sure I paid too much. But she became mine. I thought it was meant to be.

‘They saw you coming,’ said the shipwright dryly when I came to collect her.



DEATH

Hands upon her, hands on her hair, her arms, hands holding her hand, passing her food, pressed to lips to invoke silence; this is what she remembers. And a photo, shimmering in sunlight, of her parents beneath the crazy tree, drinks in hand, her father with his rifle. Ironic that she should remember him with a gun, not a pen.

Forgotten were the tumbling years of childhood as she rode upon his shoulders into the world. He called her his huntress and dazzled her with poems and stories for her ears only.

His death is recorded, the gun taken as evidence, then released to the son of the police sergeant’s sister, when her guardians turned it down.

The sky stretched overhead, dry and silent – no tears, no rain, no forgiveness, no memories, no happiness ever again for a childish heart. Hot sun fingers stabbing her skin, pinning her to the dusty earth, pinning her to the fallen body, to the river of blood that trickled between the scrub-grass clumps and rocks and dirt and insects.

Then hands, black hands, pulling her away, searching in her eyes to sing away the sorrow. Hands wiping her brow, wiping her feet, taking her away from the shady grave beneath the crazy tree where she knew her father would make room for her if she asked.
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DAY TWO

The old couple and I began a routine that was to continue for some days to come. Winter, such as it was in that country’s tropical clime, was a quiet time at work for me. Few vessels braved the fierce storms that swept clean the large ocean between us and the outside world. I was allowed to spend as much time as I deemed fit with the castaways, as long as I kept all my other paperwork up to date. I saw them as a fascinating problem to be solved; it surprised me when I found myself enjoying our conversations.

Their first night passed peacefully, although neither slept much. She said she missed the rocking of the boat; he said nothing at all, so we sat in silence as the morning sun warmed the grey linoleum floor of the interview room. A bee buzzed in frustration against the glass of the large windows that looked out to the harbour. I had tried to open them, but painters long before my time ensured my efforts would be in vain; the bee would buzz until it died or found an alternate escape route.

I read the harbourmaster’s report on their lifeboat. The man was right; there were no markings to reveal the mother ship of the lifeboat. I perused the harbourmaster’s brief surmises as to the possible origin of the castaways. As no notice of missing persons had been received he rejected any notion that they had come from a registered vessel. Unregistered vessels belonged to pirates, illegal fishermen and smugglers, a possibility he ruled out owing to their age and their obvious disorientation. With regret, he wrote, his department could be of no use to me and he wished me luck.

As I acknowledged this setback in what should have been a routine investigation, I was conscious of a selfish surge of excitement – it was now up to me and me alone to discover who they were.

The bee buzzed on. After a few moments the man pushed back his chair with an uncharacteristically quick movement and strode to the window. He gave a great heave, but the window would not give, no matter how hard he strained.

‘It’s painted shut,’ I remarked, without looking up from my paperwork.

The room was silent for a few moments until I heard the woman give a sharp intake of breath. Her gaze led me to where the man stood, fist about to swing through the window pane. I gave a shout and rose to my feet. But I needn’t have been scared. He brought his fist up short of the glass and I realised he had actually caught the bee in mid-flight. It was an incongruously delicate move for a man of his size. I could hear a faint buzzing from inside his immense hand, and wondered that he didn’t seem at all worried about being stung.

‘Where can I release it?’ he asked.

I motioned for him to follow me from the room to a window in the hallway. As he gently encouraged the insect from his hand, I noticed the long sinewy muscles of his arms and wrists and the calluses on his ill-kept fingers. They were the hands of a working man, used to hard physical labour. His size and fitness suggested an ominous strength that his gentle capture of the bee belied. He released it and we returned to the interview room without saying a word.

Although we had been gone only minutes, the woman was curled up fast asleep on the bench. He walked over and checked on her, and came back to sit down in front of my desk.

‘She slept a lot on board,’ he remarked.

‘The harbourmaster found no markings on the boat.’

He didn’t reply. I tried another tack.

‘Now you have been rescued and slept safely, do any memories return?’

He looked at me so stolidly I wondered what I’d said that was wrong. I felt a flicker of annoyance tap through my fingertips.

‘What?’ I asked, putting down my pen with a sharp click.

‘Rescued.’

‘You dispute that you were rescued?’ I asked.

‘I cannot make that judgment yet.’

‘Surely it’s better to be here than lost in the middle of an ocean?’

‘Last night I was locked into a bare room – I saw life through a barred window.’

I couldn’t argue with the truth of what he had said, so I shuffled my papers instead and tried a simpler question.
 
‘Do you remember anything?’

‘Some things.’

‘What?’

‘I am not sure they are relevant.’

‘But they’re all you remember. I do not mean to upset you, sir, but anything is something when you have nothing. What you remember could be important, no matter how insignificant it seems.’

‘And let you be the judge of that?’

His tone was sarcastic, which surprised me – sarcasm is an attack I usually equate with smaller, sharper people. Nor did I expect antagonism.

‘I’m just trying to help,’ I said, sounding plaintive, even to my ears. He raised his eyebrows at me.

‘You are just a child.’

I was not going to allow him to bully me.

‘But I am the only one who speaks your language fluently, which is why they have appointed this “child” to help you. Yours is a difficult situation, but if you would prefer I can hand you back to stand in line behind the lost fishermen this department usually processes.’

He said nothing.

‘So, tell me what you remember, please, sir,’ I said, opening my notebook and picking up my pen. I glared at him, daring him to push me. He met my stare and pursed his lips, then laughed.

‘Very well,’ he said. ‘I suppose as all I remember seems so childish, who better to tell it to.’

I chose to ignore the barb and simply nodded, waiting for him to begin.

‘I remember a cobbled street,’ he said. ‘Pumpkins drying on the roofs of whitewashed houses, bright against wide blue sky. I’m walking up this street; I am happy; the sun shines on my back. I think I am a child of six or so. In front of me a door slowly swings open. The door is blue; a different blue to the sky. The two blues jar and shimmy against each other. From inside I hear clattering; hooves, shod hooves on cobblestone, clanging with an urgency that is compelling, beating at the sunshine from inside the cool, dark interior of the house. Then a beautiful horse bursts out. A palomino; the most beautiful horse I have ever seen – proud, muscular, copper sheen shining in the sun. The horse prances about, swinging wide on stamping hooves.

‘At first I think we are alone, the horse and me, but as it turns it reveals a tiny, burly man, in shorts and sandals, clinging to a tatty lead rope. He is being dragged by the horse, tossed like a bobbing cork on a wave, but he is not unhappy. He skates along by its side, grinning, trying to hold on and close the stable door after the horse, as the horse tries to bolt. I step up to help him. He smiles and thanks me; I reply in form.

‘The horse hears my voice and swings to confront me. It steps at me, snorting and sidling. I stand still, bewitched by its beauty and coquetry, the way the muscles on its arching neck undulate, the strength of its chest, the delicacy of its legs, stamping a demand that I explain myself. The horse is large upon me, tossing and shaking its wave-cap mane, ears pricked forward, eyes rolling. But I am not scared and so my stillness interests it. It stretches its head forward elegantly to my child’s face and blows softly upon me. Its breath is sweet, musky. Instinctively I blow back to it and for a still, still moment our faces touch.

‘Even now I can feel the magic of its velvety, quivering muzzle. It is our moment, the horse and I, we are in our own world washed over by the sun. Then the horse is gone, spinning around, charging up the street dragging its little man behind. I stand, holding the moment with my breath for many minutes after they have left. Why I remember this I cannot tell you. But the memory makes me happy.’

He fell silent. But he was smiling, and until that moment I hadn’t noticed that he never had before. And in his happiness I saw a rock to build on, a mountainside to climb in the sun, a hill to lie on in grass amongst flowers. I longed to feel that happiness myself. Tears spiked my eyes. I looked down and blinked hard, angry to be crying, confused as to why. I took a deep breath and looked up. But the man was not watching; he’d left the table to stand at the windows again, staring out to sea across the busy dockyard. He moved quietly for someone of his size.

In my confusion I asked: ‘And do you remember in which country this was? Do you remember the nationality of the horse?’

He turned slowly and stared at me as if I were mad. My mortification saw an easy exit and hid within my annoyance:

‘Well, if we are to discover who you are I will need more than just happy memories.’

He stood still, holding my gaze as a look of great pity swept the landscape of his face, like the shadow of clouds.

In hindsight, I see that what he had described was a tiny moment of perfection. The big things in life are so impressed upon us that we often forget those small perfect moments, forget how to recognise them, how to feel them. Then forget them altogether.

The woman stirred from her sleep and sat up, bright eyed and blinking.

‘I am hungry,’ she announced. ‘Where can I get some food?’

I took them to the waterfront, to a small cafe that serviced the dockworkers. We ate rolls, with cheese, figs and grapes, and watched the boats go past. I didn’t know if I was allowed to take them outside, but decided not to ask. I think this was the first time my association with these two prompted me to disregard the regulations.

‘You slept again,’ I said, by way of starting the conversation.

‘And dreamt. I dreamt I was in Africa,’ she said, smiling at both of us. ‘I was with my father, listening to the lions roar before bedtime.’

‘Your father? You’re sure it was your father?’ I asked.
 
‘Yes, I am. I can’t say why I am so sure, but I see his face so clearly and I know who he is to me.’

‘Tell me what you dreamt.’

‘I am not sure it was a dream. It seemed so real – there was such detail.’

‘That’s good. Maybe as you rest your memories are returning. Tell me.’

‘But if it was just a dream?’

‘It doesn’t matter if it was just a dream. It is, at least, a starting point. Yesterday you had nothing.’

I didn’t know this for certain, but it occurred to me that their identities had to be somewhere and that maybe something in their dreams could tempt them out.

‘You said you were with your father, listening to lions roar at bedtime.’

‘Sounds more like a fairytale,’ said she, laughing.

‘But you remember?’ I said, pushing her to recount it quickly; dreams could be lost by just trying to grasp them.

‘Yes, it is all in my head and it seems as clear as a film playing.’

‘Then tell us.’

With a quick movement, she pulled her knees up to her chest, as a girl would, and pushed her hair from her face. She looked away from me and her eyes lost focus.

In a storytelling voice she began: ‘Listening to the lions rather than a bedtime story. In the evening as the sun went down, he would come to me, supposedly to supervise my prayers, as my mother insisted that I not be brought up a heathen. I needed to be prepared for when we “went back” she said. I don’t think I wanted to “go back”.

‘My father would stand by my bed and look down through a cloud of pipe smoke, Bible in hand. “Tonight,” he would say, “the reading will be about a lot of saints from Ecclesiastes II.” Or Genesis I or some other such nonsense. And then he’d sit down at my bedside and look at me straight-faced, but with a twinkle in his eye. I would respond accordingly, folding my hands primly as if in prayer. Then he’d say: “But you look like a girl not easily impressed by saints and their doings – I think we need something much scarier for you. Tell me, young lady, are you scared of lions?” And I’d stay quite serious and say: “No, Father, for I have God and a big stick to defend me.” He’d say: “Good girl – never forget that big stick. Let’s have lions and danger rather than saints and fine doings anytime.”

‘Then he’d stride to the window and throw it wide open to the African plains. From the dusty air the sound of lions and hyenas and beasts of all kinds would wend their way in. “Never forget, child,” Father said, “that God is something living and anything else is just the opinions of people we’ve never met.”

‘That was my father’s sermon each Sunday. After which we’d sit quietly in the dark and talk about anything until I fell asleep. My father was a writer; I do not think that there were any other children. We lived in Africa and my mother was very beautiful. He would read me his latest work and I was always dazzled by the worlds he built with words, pouring one on top of another like wet sand on a sand castle. Just for me. I always thought he wrote just for me. Imagine my surprise when one Sunday a woman came to visit us wearing a hat and neat hair, carrying my father’s words all bound up in a book between her gloved hands as if she too owned them. I hated her and dropped the teacup from its wobbling saucer all over her pressed together knees. She laughed and brushed it off. My mother did not and later she and Father argued.

‘From where I’d been sent early to bed I heard talk of school and manners. That night at prayer time my father burst into my room and strode straight to the window. I could tell he was still angry and, as children always do, I thought I was solely responsible. He threw the window open wide and shouted into the night: “Come and get her, come and take my daughter away you wild beasts, she’s not scared!”

‘Then he turned and saw my face. He sat beside me on my bed and let me cry into his shirt, as he stroked my hair and held me tight. “I want you to be brave,” he said, “That’s all I ask. Anything else is rules made up by people we don’t know.”’

‘There,’ the woman said, smiling as she ended her tale. ‘There – write in your book: country of origin, Africa.’

I had been taking notes. It was a start.

‘All this came to you in a dream?’

‘Not all of it. I did dream of Africa and lions and my father. The rest seemed to come out as I spoke. Or maybe I made it up?’

‘Maybe you should spend more time asleep,’ said he, laughing to himself.

But it seemed like a breakthrough to me and I was confident that sleep, food and shelter would slowly dissipate whatever was blocking their memories.

We returned to the offices in time for the castaways’ medical assessment. After they’d left me I sat staring at blank paper trying to find suitable words to write down. It could have been a real memory, or it could be something she had read, imagined or simply made up. I had no way of knowing. I found myself laughing. Did I start with lions, or horses or flying fish and guiding stars? I decided to check out authors, probably English speaking and living in Africa, then wrote ‘more information required’ and went for a walk in the sun.

I thought of my pair, under the moon and stars each night, as I wandered down to the water’s edge. I made myself comfortable on a bench, my back against a warm brick wall. The sun was playing party games across the water, flirting. Sunlight seems to have so much to prove – moonlight prefers mystery. Moonlight is satin and seductive, smoothing the sheets on an enticing dark bed. At night I always want to wade in and let the water wrap around me, but there’s danger there.

I wondered when the castaways would learn to sleep without their rolling bed.

The rest of the day was spent behind my desk with my usual work. One letter was a reply from our chief minister to the English prime minister, discussing matters of foreign policy. Usually such an important missive would have held my full attention, but that day my thoughts strayed back to the castaways. To be such a stranger, to oneself as well as the rest of the world. To have nothing to describe oneself by. Do I like apricots? Did I have chicken pox as a child? Did my mother nurse me lovingly through?

These people did not know if they had mothers. Or brothers, a sister, a father, a family. Measured against such people, my own limited background seemed plentiful. I could answer these questions about myself. They couldn’t, it would seem. To know oneself so little.

And yet they seemed so self-assured; they showed enviable self-possession. Or was it just shock? I was not equipped to answer and I suppose I should have handed them straight to a doctor or psychologist; but I didn’t. The mystery fascinated me.

Since starting my job as the interpreter, I had translated for Immigration several times. Lost fishermen mainly, sailors, tourists. I would interview them, retrieve from them the information required by my boss, and return to my desk.

I could not complete this assignment so easily – mere skill with language would not reveal their identities. But I had been given this assignment because language dictated that only I could communicate with them. I realised I would need more than words and wondered if, for the first time, I might be found wanting. That idea challenged me as much as the mystery of these two castaways fascinated me.

After work I took a bottle of wine and sat on my verandah, watching the water. I felt restless. The water called to me, promising peace. But I stayed safe behind the verandah railings, watching.

The waterfront was alive – docksides are not silent until the very early hours of morning. I think that’s why I’d chosen to live in this suburb of bars and warehouses rather than the more middle-class safety that squatted further up the hills. I rarely felt alone here, amongst the constant activity and noise. Boarding school life is like that too; there is always another child stirring a few feet away, although you are never to touch.

I drank the entire bottle. The view softened and the lights dimmed.

I thought about the two castaways, thoughts that led me to compare my own life to theirs. I almost envied them, for I knew enough about my history to know I knew almost nothing. Perhaps better to know absolutely nothing, I thought, then anything was possible. It never occurred to me that anyone would knowingly will his or her life away.

No one stirred, even in the waterfront bars. I sat staring, slumped in my chair as the night’s quiet folded me up and tucked me in. I must have fallen asleep, or passed out, for I came to hearing a cheery bird whistle, belling incongruously in the dark. Dawn was not far away.

I rose from the chair and stumbled to my bedroom, a rudderless vessel. The bed span as I fell into it and burrowed beneath the covers, but even as part of my brain remarked on the spinning, unconsciousness dragged me under, like sliding into warm mud.

I know I dreamt in those few hours of sleep, strange images that whisked around a corner as soon as I tried to recognise them. I wallowed in my sleep mud, my mouth filling with the ooze and slippage of the day, worries like grit between my teeth. Through the thick of it I felt my body twist and turn, my toes curled, fearful of finding the bottom of this dream hole. No light penetrated my silt-layered lashes; I struggled in vain to open my eyes, each tiny muscle twitch causing earthquake rolls that flooded thickly into my ears and filled my throat. I heard my voice coming from a place that sounded outside my body, and fought with my hands to push through the mud to the surface.
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DAY THREE

In the middle of this dreaming I awoke. My head beat and my heart ached. The sun dripped from a chink in the curtains to a pool on the floor of my room. I tipped myself out of the bed, feeling like a load of rocks with a roar in my head. I was an hour late.

I showered and dressed quickly, no breakfast, and slammed out the front door. The enforced jog to work had me heaving on the side of the road, beneath the sparse shade of a palm tree in front of my office building, worried someone might see me this way. I looked out to the sea, which cut back at me, a bed of diamonds against my glassy stare. Sweat dribbled slowly from my armpits. I had never been late before.

As I stumbled in, my distress seemed to please my boss.

‘Well,’ she exclaimed, tucking a slim file beneath her linen-clad arm. ‘I don’t believe it.’

In mock consternation she checked her wristwatch against the office clock.

‘Could this tardiness be due to some youthful excess of spirits last night?’ She arched an eyebrow at me, not unkindly, to be fair. At my obvious lack of comprehension she smiled and shrugged. ‘Didn’t think so.’

I couldn’t speak. My stomach was churning and I realised that throwing up all over my boss might distract her, but probably wouldn’t impress her. The strangest thing was that I debated this quite seriously with myself as I struggled to hold the bile down. She looked closely at my face.

‘Are you okay?’ Her tone was softened and I could have cried. I knew I was not her favourite employee, despite being her most diligent.

‘I’m fine,’ I lied.

‘You don’t look it,’ she said, grinning wolfishly at me. ‘Well, that’s your business. Now, how’re those two … castaways they picked up the other day? Are you getting anywhere?’

I tried to fold my tongue around some words. My mouth tasted foul. She waited, arms folded, rings glinting on manicured fingers.

‘Well?’

‘They’re fine.’

‘Where are they from?’

‘We don’t know.’

‘Their names?’

‘That either.’

‘Not even that? Are they cooperating? Because if they’re not—’

‘Yes, yes they are,’ I said. ‘It’s just that they are disorientated, confused.’

‘Oh.’ To her, confusion was an alien emotion.

‘And there’s the language problem,’ I lied again. ‘Communicating is difficult.’

I flushed, surprised at how effortlessly I had lied, fearful she would see through me. However, I need not have worried; my boss was not fluent in any tongue but her own – but with that she could bind and gag anyone she chose – so she accepted what I said.

‘Has the doctor seen them?’ she asked.

‘Yes, yesterday. Medically they are well, just suffering from exposure, as one would expect. I thought, maybe …’ I stumbled, reluctant to reveal what I thought, fearing that the couple might be removed from my care if I did. It seemed so important to me that I solve their mystery, I thought, no one else would understand them.

‘Maybe what?’

‘Maybe it’s psychological. Maybe a psychologist would be—’

‘Out of the question,’ she said. ‘I couldn’t justify the expenditure.’

She frowned, looking past me out to sea. My head was sore, but my conscience was clear; I had offered, she had rejected.

‘So what do they remember?’ she asked.

‘Nothing.’

That brought her gaze back.

‘Nothing at all?’ She sounded incredulous.

‘Dreams – they remember dreams.’

‘Good grief, girl, this is a government office – we have no use for people’s dreams.’

She thrust the file she was carrying into my hands.
 
‘Well, you’d better have this then. It’s just the forms I usually fill in – you do it this time.’

And with that she handed me the entire case.

‘Keep me posted,’ was all she said, in a tone that meant ‘disturb me at your own risk’, and she disappeared into the labyrinth of corridors that was our office building. A trail of perfume wafted in her wake, turning my stomach again. But I was happy; they were mine.

‘Tell me what you have remembered.’

The castaways sat side by side on hard wooden government chairs. Two security guards escorted them to me each morning, then left us alone as they did not consider two old people a security risk.

He sprawled, filling the chair, his long legs stretched out in front of him like gangways. His hair was thick and grey, his eyebrows the same, bushy outcrops leaning perilously over a cliff of a nose, the drop less fearful for the large, soft mouth that curved below. I could not imagine this man angry, but supposed that, as with many quiet men, stirring him to anger would be like summoning a cyclone. Those parts of his face not hidden beneath his beard were etched with lines that told of a life spent outdoors. His hands and feet were huge but in no way clumsy, more like big boats, cumbersome until they hit the water, where they floated peacefully with grace and strength. For all his distance, I felt drawn to him.

She was different, perched on her chair as if about to take flight, toes tapping on the cool grey floor with a click-clack sound. At my question she stopped her tapping.

‘I remember nothing.’

‘Nothing at all?’

She shook her head, sending a nest of feather-hair flying. He looked away to another horizon. The tapping started up again.

‘Why would I suddenly remember?’ she demanded.

‘I don’t know. Yesterday … I think we made progress. Another night, more rest. Sleep is a great cure they say,’ said I, thinking of my own lack of sleep.

‘Who say?’ she demanded, her chin lifted mockingly, her eyes twinkling. She knew she was being difficult, but it seemed to amuse her.

Although the nausea had gone, my head still hurt and I did not feel up to arguing with her, so I looked down at my papers until she dropped her stance. She brushed back her hair.

‘I dreamt,’ she said, by way of apology, offered to me like someone would throw out an old dress.

‘Was it relevant?’

‘How would I know?’

‘Tell me then.’

‘No.’

‘Why not?’

‘It was awful.’

‘Was it that bad? It was only a dream.’

‘She woke me with her screams,’ the man interrupted, speaking for the first time since the morning greeting. He leant forward, both hands grasping the edge of my desk as if about to pull it closer to make me listen.

‘I followed her cries through the corridors. The moon was bright last night. They had locked her in.’

‘That’s not unusual – you are in a security building. How did you get in?’

‘The lock was not difficult to open.’

Nor his, it would seem.

‘You need not have come – it was only a nightmare. I would have woken,’ she snapped.

‘But I came. Nightmares are often worse when awake.’

‘I did not ask for you to.’

‘I’m surprised they don’t keep you together,’ I said, interrupting the bickering, refraining from commenting on his admission to breaking out of his room and into hers.

‘Why?’ she said. ‘We are strangers.’

‘So tell me your dream,’ I asked again.

‘No.’

‘They say that if you tell your nightmare, it won’t come true,’ I said, cajoling her as one would a child. This was an old dormitory truth. I had heard the bad dreams of so many of my classmates, told in the cold of the night, and seen them vanish into nothing in the sunlight of the next day.

‘Some nightmares are too real,’ said the woman, shuddering.

‘And some are real,’ he added. He stood and wandered to the window, where he ran his finger over the dusty sill; it came away dark, gritty. ‘Then you wish for dreams to come and take the real thing away.’

He wiped his finger absentmindedly across his chest, leaving a dark smear on the light cream cotton shirt he had been given to wear.

‘What do you mean?’

‘I was in a war once. I think. Maybe it too was a dream; I hope so. Shall I tell you?’

He offered it up to me in so casual a manner that it crossed my mind he was only telling me to draw attention from the woman; or making it up. I nodded.

‘We were in the desert,’ he began. ‘It was cold at night, so cold. And we were riddled with fleas and lice: our clothes, hair, blankets. We bathed once a week if lucky and drank bad gin whenever we could, as much as we could. The days were hot. The sun hung over us like a vulture, so hard and burning it could make your eyes bleed. During the day we walked – war at a walking pace,’ he laughed mirthlessly.

‘Even under fire we walked, or crawled. From hole to hole, trench to trench, digging ourselves in. Ostriches, that’s what we were. Walking and walking and pecking about and sticking our heads in the ground when danger loomed.’ He shook his head, like he had water caught in his ears.

‘There were stars there too, just like at sea; a huge sky full of beauty over waves of black sand. So black … except when the guns started and then the sky would be lit, brighter than day. The stars disappeared and I’d see men like me, cowering in holes like me, blind worms, maggots, burrowing from the light, from what might drop from the skies and destroy them. Then black again. Absolutely black, like nothing had ever existed.’

His mind was far away. ‘So much was black: the sky, the desert, our boots, our hands, faces, the bodies of men hit. Charred. But that wasn’t the worst thing about them. The worst thing about them were the contortions – men who looked like they’d died trying to wrestle death. I used to wait in my hole and pray that when death came to me I would simply lie still and accept it. I wanted death to be like a black fog, sliding into my body and enveloping me, choking me gently.’

He stopped. I waited for more but he had finished.
 
‘But it didn’t,’ I remarked.

‘Didn’t what?’ he asked.

‘Didn’t come. Death didn’t come.’

He shrugged.

‘Maybe you are meant to be here,’ I said.

‘Meant?’

‘Meant to survive. You are here and the odds of you two surviving in that lifeboat for the weeks we surmise it was … and the chances of you washing up here …’

‘Meant to be?’ she interrupted and I was surprised by the anger in her voice: sharp, mean.

‘This is “meant to be”?’ she demanded, gesturing to the white walls and hard floors. ‘This is meant to be?’ she rapped on her skull, furious, flinging herself up from her chair. ‘Nothing is meant to be. I don’t believe anything is meant to be. What do you mean by that?’

She gripped the edge of my desk, trying to stare me down. It had been an offhand comment, meant only to comfort them, to be positive. Simplistic, I admit – perhaps just my youth betraying me. I leant back, fiddling nervously with my pen.

‘No, I don’t mean that, literally—’

‘Then what do you mean? Literally?’

‘I don’t … it’s just … I don’t know – I would like to know why …’ I stuttered, trying to put into words vague ideas and feelings.

‘Why what?’ she demanded.

‘Well, why here? Why you remember nothing. Why the two of you. I mean, it’s strange; don’t you want to know?’

They were both silent so I stumbled on alone, with a feeling that I was only going to make it worse.

‘Hasn’t it occurred to you that you could be related, you could be husband and wife?’

She turned away.

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ she said. ‘Don’t you think I’d remember my own husband? My God, what sort of fool do you think I am?’

‘You have forgotten everything else.’

‘Not everything – not everything,’ she snarled at me, tossing her head, her hair twisting like spitting snakes.

‘Well, you tell me you have forgotten everything and anything is possible when nothing is certain,’ I said.

Her eyes narrowed and for a moment I thought: this tiny woman is going to fly at my throat. Her hands clutched the air in front of my face. Then he spoke.

‘Leave the child alone, she is only doing her job.’

The cold wave of his voice washed over her and she shrank back, her spitting snakes again just the grey locks of an old lady, her hands subsiding to her sides.

‘Leave her alone,’ he repeated, turning from the window, striding back to his chair. The mist had gone from his eyes. He sat down and pushed her back into her seat. She collapsed like a folding chair. He looked me in the eye.

‘I do want to know. I want to know who I am,’ he said, and turned to her. ‘Though, God forbid, madam, that you should be my wife.’

He winked surreptitiously at me, a smile flickering about his face. I looked down at my paperwork, unsure if it was professional to smile back at him as I wanted to. She snorted.

‘There is much to find out; everyone has a past, we must too,’ he continued.

‘Not us – all we have is dreams,’ she said.

‘Then pity those who have none. Remember, it is only because something has happened to us. Some accident. It’s still all there, inside our heads. And although dreams are not our pasts, not who we are, it is all we have. We should consider it a place to start.’

‘I do not want a life built on dreams,’ she said.

‘Then I pity you, for that is all anyone has. And think of it,’ said he, wiggling his eyebrows comically. ‘You could then have a dream house, a dream job, the man of your dreams.’

‘But that’s all they are,’ she retorted. ‘Just dreams.’
 
‘And dreams can be what we become.’

‘What do you mean?’ she asked, pulling a face. ‘That is puerile philosophy.’

He brushed his forehead with his two longest fingers, tracing a line across his face, then opened both hands towards her, palms upward.

‘Think of it this way: everyone dreams, daydreams if you like, of the future and how they would like it to be. The lucky ones achieve it.’

‘I did not dream this,’ she said, gesturing to the room around her. ‘What fool would?’

‘Then maybe you dreamt to forget who you are?’ he replied. ‘Many people would do that if they could.’

‘Yes, if the person was a criminal; or insane.’

He took her sarcasm quite seriously.

‘Perhaps,’ he said. ‘But it doesn’t have to be that dramatic. Maybe such people are just unhappy. Think of your dream – it didn’t sound happy to me.’

‘Or maybe they’re just fools,’ she said, gesturing at him as if trying to cut the air between them.

‘Anyone who says they have never been a fool is a liar,’ he said, mocking her.

‘I do not know you.’

She turned her back to him.

‘I do not know me either.’

‘So you could be a murderer,’ she said, unable to let him have the last word.

‘I could be.’

Her face twitching with fury, she turned on me again.

‘You are sitting here with a murderer. Aren’t you scared?’

I didn’t answer.

‘Is that why he is locked in at night? Is it?’

‘Your door was locked too – maybe the murderer is you?’ he said.

‘If I knew you, I would kill you,’ she hissed.

‘With what, little woman? Your tongue?’

‘You are a lunatic,’ she said. Then she glared at me. ‘I refuse to be questioned alongside this madman.’

‘Please stay calm, madam. I really think you are upsetting yourself over nothing,’ said he, laughing.

Her two hands made fists of themselves in front of her closed eyes. ‘No. I am upset because I am nothing, I am no one. Who am I? Where do I come from? To whom do I belong? You are right,’ she said, and I could see tears in her eyes as she opened them wide. ‘I could be a murderer; or a madwoman.’

She sobbed, like glass breaking. He looked ashamed and put out a tentative hand to pat her; it spread across her entire shoulder blade.

‘I’m sure you’re not,’ I said softly, wanting to comfort her.

‘You are sure of nothing,’ she whispered, looking at me through her tears, wiping her eyes defiantly.

‘I’m sure I can help you. I’m sure that we’ll sort this out,’ I replied. ‘That’s what I’m here for. That’s a good start.’

‘When all I have is dreams?’

‘Then we will start with dreams.’

She looked down at her feet. He sat quietly, no longer laughing, his hands still in his lap. Eventually she turned to him.

‘Please accept my apologies, sir – I do not think you are a murderer.’

As she wiped her eyes she looked old and tired. This is not right, I thought. At her age, after surviving this world she should be at home surrounded by her family enjoying the end of her days in comfort. Maybe she had been.

‘So tell me your dream,’ I said.

I picked up my pen and held it poised over the empty pages of their file.

She took a deep breath and closed her eyes before she spoke. ‘I am in hospital – or I think it is a hospital. Women, dressed in black, surround me – they flap about me like crows. I am naked and my body hurts all over with a life-questioning pain. Even in my dreams I feel it, coming in waves like landslides. I moan, cry out loud, curse these women and the pain, but no one pays me any attention. There are bright flashes in front of my eyes and the ground shakes.

‘I think the women are letting off fireworks so I scream at them to stop, but they pay me no heed. An explosion rocks my body, but whether it comes from within me or from outside I can’t tell.

‘A wailing starts. There is a man at the foot of my bed. He shouldn’t be there because I am naked and he is not my husband. I try to cover myself, but can’t. The man at the foot of my bed holds a baby out to me.

‘“A beautiful girl,” he says.

‘I can’t wait to hold her, but first I must cover myself. I turn away, trying to pull the sheet over my nakedness, but each time I do, it slips from my grasp. I so want to hold my child, I am panicked by this simple action. Eventually I succeed in covering myself and turn back, but the man and the baby are gone; I am bereft.

‘The dream changes. I’m still in the hospital, but I’m alone. I run through endless corridors, searching, looking for my child. I find a room where a nurse sits waiting for me. She gestures to the hundreds of babies filling the room – I am to choose mine. But I can’t. They all look the same; I cannot recognise my own child. But I know I must choose. I’m confused. I pick one, any one, from the mass. Then I see that I have picked a boy. I try to hide this from the nurse because I know that I should have picked a girl. The nurse wants me to bathe the baby. I put the child into the water, leaving its nappy on to hide my mistake. To my horror, as I bathe it, the baby seems to melt from between my hands, disappearing down the drain hole. I think that I have killed it, so I back from the room, hoping no one will notice.

‘Then I am back in the corridors, this time running away. The corridors are like a maze; each doorway looks the same. I am running from the nurse, but I don’t want to be running. My legs are tired and I am panting so hard my chest hurts. I want to stop, but I can’t because I killed the baby.

‘I lie down, trying to curl into a corner of the corridor where I won’t be seen, but as I do I know that I am in full view and I will be caught. I am still naked, but I am so tired I cannot move to cover myself. All I want to do is sleep. Then I wake up.’

The woman wiped her hands across her eyes, exhaling quickly. ‘That is my dream. How does it help?’

She turned to the man, who was sitting impassively beside her.

‘So many thoughts,’ she said. ‘So many thoughts and images, floating in my brain like islands lost in mist. Do you feel it too?’

He said nothing. She dropped her gaze to where her left hand, white knuckled, clutched the seam of her old trousers. She looked at the hand with curiosity, as if it were the hand of a stranger, then gently pried her fingers free and smoothed them out like a glove, turning them over to examine her palm.

‘I met a man once,’ she said. ‘In India, I think. He was an interpreter with the British army – he read my palm.’

‘What did it say?’ asked the man softly.

‘I don’t remember,’ she said and laughed despite herself, a short cackle. ‘But he saw my life laid out there, like a book. He saw who I was, where I’d been and where I was going, as clearly as if it was written on a page. Where is that man now? Where is he now to help?’

She smiled, glancing around the room as if hoping the palm reader might be sitting unnoticed in the corner, then dropped her head again.

‘Logic tells me that I am somebody with a name and a past and a place,’ she said softly. ‘I get pieces, flashes – a familiar word or smell … a colour. I think I remember the fortune-teller in India, so I reach out for it and it disappears. It is like trying to remember a dream after you have awoken; the harder you try, the more it evades you, until it simply evaporates and I’m left with the feeling that once I knew, but now all I have is something missing. And now …’ she turned to me. ‘You ask me to remember and I find myself feeling too frightened to, in case I find that there is nothing to remember.’

‘But there must be,’ I said. ‘Everybody has a past, whether they like it or not.’

She looked at me, blankly, plucked herself from the chair and started towards the door.

‘It’s a beautiful day – why don’t we go outside?’ she called, and without waiting or looking back, she left.

I followed quickly, worried about security, asking him to come too.

As we stepped outside, both he and I stopped and took deep draughts of the ocean air, the sun on the sea-splashed wooden jetties smelling like perfume. Someone was brewing coffee nearby; a couple of painters worked, whitewashing the pier railings and singing along to a song on their radio; a passenger ferry blew its last whistle before casting off. I smiled, feeling like a five-year-old with new sandals, from the life I always wish I’d had.

We caught up with her at the waterfront and spent the rest of the morning there, sitting on the grass in the municipal park, in the lee of a large azalea bush. A few gulls sauntered up looking for scraps only to leave disappointed. A breeze tangled with the caps of the waves across the harbour, filling the sails of the few pleasure craft out on this working day.

She was going out of her way to be pleasant, admiring the colourful skirts of the island women and enquiring about the buildings around us. Her hands embroidered her words, fluttering around each sentence with the intricacy of fine lacework. I noticed how charming she could be when she wanted. She charmed him, I could tell, because he smiled that slow smile. And as she smiled in return the years dropped away and I saw someone who was once a very beautiful woman. So in the aftermath of the morning’s sadness and upset I let business drop while we sat in the sunshine together, chatting about the inconsequential things we saw.

I took them to lunch at a waterfront café, lingering after the food to watch the people. I thought of the lives each one of those passers-by carried in their heads, taken completely for granted, and wanted to shout to each person: ‘Remember. Remember the little things, the precious things. Take care of your lives – take nothing for granted.’

As we talked I realised how much time is taken up discussing what one has done or what one plans to do – and these two could do neither. So we spoke of what we saw, immediate ideas and observations. Then, like so many people who can’t or won’t talk about themselves, they ended up discussing me.

‘How long have you been in this country?’ he asked.
 
‘You have a good ear – my accent is considered excellent by the locals.’

‘Maybe my ears are fresh from so little talk at sea,’ he replied, smiling at me. ‘Or maybe it’s just something about you – you don’t seem to fit in exactly.’

‘I fit here as well as anywhere.’

‘Are your family here?’ she asked.

‘No.’

‘You came alone? But you are so young.’

‘No.’

‘No what?’

‘I mean yes … I came alone. But I’m twenty-one.’ They both laughed.

‘Where is your family?’ she asked.

‘I don’t know.’

‘How is that? How can you not know where your family are?’ she asked, as if the idea were unthinkable. He guffawed at that and reached out a big hand to pat my shoulder, but it took her a moment to realise the irony of her question.

‘Of course, of course … but why don’t you know? Unless you arrived in a lifeboat too? Hah! So this is why they give us this babe to find us out,’ she said, looking round the table as if addressing a forum. ‘She is one of us.’

She laughed, but kept her eyes upon me, waiting for my answer. Despite my reserve I found the empathy irresistible.

‘No, well, a little like you, maybe – I have no family, that I know of.’

‘I am sorry,’ she said.

It wasn’t her fault.

‘You were adopted?’ he asked.

‘No. I grew up in a convent.’

‘That is odd,’ she said.

‘What is?’

‘That you weren’t placed with a family.’

‘There was the war, everything was confused. Maybe they didn’t think it was worth the paperwork – so many people died. My father was killed in the war.’

‘And your mother?’

‘I don’t know. She is alive. Or was. At least, I’ve never been told that she’s dead.’

‘But you don’t know her?’ he asked.

‘No I don’t.’

‘Why not?’

‘She chose to have me, then to not have me, so to speak.’

‘I cannot believe that,’ he said, sounding shocked. ‘How could any woman give away such a beautiful child?’

I smiled self-consciously and felt myself blushing at his sweet compliment. She covered my hand with hers, giving him a stern look.

‘You have embarrassed the girl now,’ she chided. She turned to me. ‘But he’s right. Perhaps she was not sane – to give you away would be madness itself.’

‘Do you ever hear from her?’ he asked.

‘No, but I could get in contact. There are people who’ll search for you. But …’ I waved my hand seaward. ‘There’s so much else in the world to worry about. And things of such great beauty. Once I’m settled … a family of my own or something, then, maybe I’ll want to know.’

We sat silently. She seemed to have forgotten that she held my hand. Hers was a cool hand, smooth and dry. I thought, how odd to tell these intimate things to strangers. But these two were from nowhere with nothing, an empty shelf in a forgotten cupboard and my secrets would be safe from prying eyes in their room.

‘You must do that,’ he announced, breaking our reverie as if something was decided.

‘What?’ I asked, using the moment to withdraw my hand from her grasp.

‘Find your mother. A person must know from whence they came. It is important.’

I laughed at his certainty.

‘What’s funny? Is that funny?’ he demanded, turning to her for reassurance. ‘Why is she laughing?’

‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘Perhaps you’re right, but let’s start with you first. I think your case is a little more urgent than mine, if you don’t mind.’

He clapped his hands in delight, sounding like an approaching procession. She smiled, sad behind the eyes, our carelessness weighing her down. I remember that look in such detail now, many years later: detachment and polite sadness. I remember it like a snapshot, freeze frame, hinting at things hidden. But few things stay hidden, nature and time moving as they do. Even whilst laughing, I could see her sadness and was praying I could help her.

‘Why did you choose here?’ she asked softly.

‘I don’t know,’ I said, but had only to look around the glorious bay for my answer. ‘This?’

‘It is very beautiful,’ she said, following my eyes.

She looked out to the sailboats running lightly across the bay. They reminded me of beautiful insects buzzing through blue-gold grass, moving with intent mysterious. Such freedom, such lightness. I expected any moment to see a sail actually lift from the water and wing its craft away out to sea.

‘They’re like butterflies,’ she said.

‘Fireflies,’ said he.

*

Few things stay hidden forever. The tide drops, the facade cracks, flowers bloom from beneath the dirt and even mountains can be worn away. Sometimes a lost life is found, dug from beneath rubble when all hope has been abandoned. Snow will melt and reveal bodies dead below; or just a misplaced glove. And although one glove is much like the other, lose one of a pair and the other is useless. Who holds on to just one glove? I wondered what had been torn apart by the disappearance of either of my two. Husband, wife, child, friend. Little moments make up our lives, the little moments that pin us to the memories of those around us, like the single cells which together amount to a heart or a lung or a brain, which in turn joins to form a body, which takes up space in the world and in the lives of others. What gaps had their disappearance left? Had it caused movement in the foundations of anybody’s life? Was there a hole, like a gap in a smile? Was anyone looking for them?

Her father was a writer, she thought, dreamt, said. Published, possibly well known. They had lived in Africa. So I started there – fact or fantasy, it was all I had. That afternoon I returned them to the security compound and headed for the library. I’d been in there only half a dozen times. I had never spoken to the librarian, but, to my surprise, he knew me.

‘How are you finding the sailing?’ he asked.

‘Oh, fine, thank you,’ I replied, blushing.

‘My father has a boat at your marina. I’ve seen you on the water some weekends.’

‘Oh, I see.’ I willed my cheeks back to pale.

‘It’s a beautiful boat.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Actually, I have something you may be interested in. It came in last week.’

‘Thank you.’ I looked up at him, intrigued. He was smiling and I noticed that his teeth were very white and straight.

‘A history of sailing in this country and the islands.’

I assumed he meant the islands to the country’s north, about three days sail away. They were renowned for their wild beauty and dangerous waters. Pirates were rumoured to use the many bays as hiding places, sailing out to attack vulnerable boats, then disappearing back into the uncharted channels should anyone give chase. I had always wanted to sail there, but had yet to find the courage.

‘Interested?’ he asked. He reached under the counter and pulled out a new hardback. ‘I’ve been keeping it for you,’ he said. ‘Look, you’ll be the first stamp.’

Indeed, the card was pristine. I didn’t know how to respond. I had no idea that he knew who I was, let alone that he would be interested enough to keep a book for me.
 
‘Thank you,’ I stammered. ‘You are very kind.’

‘Not at all,’ he said, pleased with himself.

I smiled back. I waited while he stamped the virgin card and pushed the book across the counter to me, then, for want of something to fill the space between us, asked him for help with the castaways.

‘Africa?’ he remarked as he lifted the wooden partition to let himself out from behind the counter. ‘Fiction?’

‘I think so, I don’t know.’

The librarian was in his late twenties, I supposed. Up close he stood at least six inches taller than me and I noticed the crisp, clean crease that ran down the arms of his white shirt. The fabric was slightly transparent, as is the way with light cottons, and I could just make out the line where the skin of his shoulders emerged from beneath his white undervest. He had not rolled his cuffs, as most island men did, but wore gold armbands above his elbows to hold the cuffs away from his wrists and prevent them becoming soiled.

He lifted a hand and ran his fingers down his tie, as if smoothing it, while he thought. His fingers moved with a mind of their own, like the fingers of a violinist teasing the melody from within the strings.

‘I don’t think we’re looking at a big range,’ he mused, almost to himself. ‘So let’s include both fiction and nonfiction, shall we?’

I nodded my agreement, although he had already started towards the shelves.

While we checked the short biographies usually found in the leading pages, we chatted about authors we enjoyed. I was impressed with his knowledge of literature. He told me he was working in order to earn the money for travel to France, where he planned to study. He quizzed me about university life and I recounted undergraduate experiences with a degree of affection I did not know I felt.

‘Don’t you miss it?’ he asked.

‘Miss what?’

‘The excitement, the people, knowledge, opportunities … things,’ he said, gesturing in the air with ever-increasing circles.

‘No, not really. I wanted to do something different. To me here is an opportunity. And this country seems like paradise after the cold and rain back there. I don’t know,’ I said, the idea only occurring to me as I spoke. ‘Maybe I am more suited to this climate, this way of life. I feel comfortable here.’

‘Well, I am glad,’ he said, and finished gallantly. ‘We are very pleased you chose us.’

The search took an hour. I could not assume that the language the castaways and I spoke between us was her father’s tongue, so I put no restriction on nationality. We found a few authors who were possibilities, but none that conformed to every criterion. I took their details anyway, wanting to feel I was doing something more than talk.

‘Don’t be disheartened,’ the librarian said. ‘I really think you’re on the right path. Let me think about it overnight and do some more research tomorrow.’

‘Thank you – it’s very good of you to help.’

He waved his hand dismissively.

‘Please, don’t mention it – you’re doing me a favour really.’ He spoke in a conspiratorial tone. ‘Do you know how many people come in here looking for knitting patterns?’

I laughed at the face he was pulling.

‘Well, maybe I’m exaggerating,’ he said, ‘but it’s good to talk to someone as interesting as you.’

I didn’t know how to reply to that, so I simply grinned foolishly. It was closing time anyway.

I left the library feeling happy, despite our lack of success, and walked home through the caramel light of dusk as it melted into darkness. The streets had filled with couples and families out strolling; the cafes and bars were all open and the waterfront was busy.

I stopped at the last café before the hill to my house and ordered a glass of dry sherry. The nuns had been fond of this drink and I had developed a taste for it myself, sneaking a sip from the bottle behind their backs when taking my turn to wait on their dinner table – all the girls did it. I enjoyed the sweetness and the buzz it brought to my cheeks. Now I could sit in the open and enjoy the drink at my leisure, ordered as an adult, and that novelty had not yet worn off.

I took my time, the evening stretching before me like a holiday weekend, and even ordered a second glass. My mind wandered into the future: I imagined finding the castaways’ families and their joy at being reunited with the people who loved them. The warmth of the liquor washed any doubt away. I saw the look of realisation on their faces as their memories returned. It would be easy. I was sure that we would find the answers – the alternative was unimaginable.

When I got home I took a hot shower, despite the warmth of the evening. It made me feel lush, like a ripe mango. I dressed myself in my favourite nightgown and brushed my hair with one hundred strokes as I walked about the house in the evening light.

I didn’t feel like eating that evening, so I cleaned my teeth carefully and drank some glasses of water. I selected my clothes for the next day and laid them out on the chair in my bedroom. I filed my nails and trimmed my toenails, then filed them too. There was nothing left to do, so I climbed into bed and turned out the light without opening a book for my usual bedtime reading. I felt excited about the days ahead and wanted no distraction from the feeling. I lay in the dark, listening to the night sounds: a dog bark, a door slam, the occasional car passing by – the usual noises, that could place me anywhere in the world, but I knew I was here in my own bed, in my own home.
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DAY FOUR

I spent the morning at my desk in the main office, writing to each of the publishers we’d found the day before. I pleaded the urgency of the case, but knew that answers would still take time. While I worked, the castaways sat quietly at the waterfront outside the window, chatting. I asked them to stay within the office forecourt, where I could see them. On such a clear, sunny day I was loath to send them back behind locked doors. It made a peaceful scene. My boss emerged from her office about half an hour into my work and watched me watching them.

‘How’s it going?’ she asked, indicating to the castaways with a nod of her head. She didn’t seem concerned by a lack of security.

‘Fine – we have a lead,’ I replied, despite my own doubts.

‘Good. You know it can’t take forever.’

‘Yes, of course.’

‘You mustn’t let it drag on.’

‘Of course not. How long do I have?’

‘We’ll see,’ was all she replied.

‘Then what? What will happen to them if I don’t succeed?’

‘They’ll be handed over to the police, deported, whatever.’

My hands faltered over the typewriter.

‘Deported to where?’

‘You sound concerned,’ she said, looking at me with a smile. ‘But don’t worry – they’re sure to have family somewhere looking for them. Now we’ve cleaned them up a bit they look like quite a nice old couple.’

‘They’re not a couple.’

‘Really? They certainly look like they are. Well, who knows? Not them.’ She gave a dry laugh.

‘I have a lead.’

‘So you said. I hope it’s a good one.’ She paused, and then spoke as if ordering nothing more than food in a restaurant: ‘I’ve allowed two weeks all up. After that I’ll hand them over to the police.’

She left, not knowing she had just dropped a time bomb in my lap.

I stared at my hands and noticed a cuticle standing proud from the nail. Two weeks, that was all, with three days already gone. I raised my finger to my mouth without thinking and bit the cuticle clean with a dull snap. It stung and a little blood welled up at the side where the skin had torn. I had just two weeks.

‘There must be some marker on the lifeboat,’ he said, clutching desperately for clues despite knowing the boat was unmarked. I didn’t want to tell them, but decided that I had no right not to. Although I wanted to protect them, it was the professional thing to do. At the news she seemed to sag a little. He jumped from his seat and strode to the window, an habitual movement, I observed, in times of stress.

‘There has to be a marker on the lifeboat,’ he repeated, louder this time, as if all that was at fault was our hearing.

‘Not according to the harbourmaster. Nor did the compass or supplies reveal anything. And I examined them all myself.’

‘I would like to double-check.’

‘Sir, they have been over the boat countless times. It was completely unmarked. Believe me, these men are professionals.’

‘But they do not care – it is just another job to them.’

‘Maybe so. But I care. I went there and checked myself.’

He turned and stared at me.

‘And what would you know?’

That made me burn – I felt frustrated enough as it was.

‘I beg your pardon?’ I said, my voice icy. ‘I’ve studied maritime regulations and I sail every weekend. Except, when on my own time, I go to the harbour and double-check my colleagues work on behalf of two complete strangers.’

I know he didn’t mean to hurt me. He didn’t know how I felt, that I found myself caring. I felt sorry for them. At their age they should have been safe somewhere in the contentment of a life lived, whatever that had been, not trying to begin again. At the start of my adulthood I already had a life full of memories – they did not, but should have. It seemed unjust that having lived so many years filled with deeds, friends, family, they should lose it all. And at least I knew my own name.

‘I will not be handed over to the police like a criminal,’ he exclaimed, pounding the windowsill with his fist.

‘But you may be one. I may be one,’ she said, in a soft, resigned tone.

‘Oh don’t start that again, woman,’ he said.

‘I am only being realistic,’ she replied, her shoulders drooping. ‘We may be.’

With effort, she got up from her chair, walked slowly to his side, and laid her small hand upon his arm. Her nails had been neatly clipped and filed. Without their long talons her hands looked like those of a girl. Her hair was pulled back into a single plait. She looked twenty years younger, her skin smooth and unlined. The effects of exposure from their time in the lifeboat had dissipated quickly, leaving her pale and delicate.

‘But I don’t think we are criminals,’ she continued, this time in a tone a mother would use to charm the tantrums from a tired child. ‘Tell her what you told me this morning.’

‘I don’t see that it helps. It is nothing.’

He shook her hand away roughly, but she didn’t seem to mind. I noticed, as I grew to know her, that for all her own volatility she showed great patience with the emotions of others.

‘Maybe, as my storytelling of Africa seemed silly. However, she was right. It may hold a clue. And it is all we have. Tell her. We have so little, we can afford to be generous.’

She took hold of him with both hands this time, quite unafraid of his bad humour and turned him from the window to face me, shaking his arm gently.

‘Nothing comes from nothing, woman, didn’t you know?’ he said, looking down at her.

‘And from nothing the world was created. Who are we to say? We don’t even know our own names.’

‘Then I should call you Eve and I shall be Adam.’

‘As you will. Go on, tell her your dream.’

He allowed her to lead him back to his chair. She sat close to him, protective. Some intimacy had grown between the two.

‘I dreamt last night. I have not dreamt much before this in my time here, but the dream felt familiar and that disturbed me,’ he said, and looked away.

‘Why did that disturb you?’ I asked, keeping my voice neutral.

He turned his big face slowly to mine and lifted his eyelids to pin me with a sad stare.

‘Because I dreamt that I was dead.’

We waited for him to continue.

‘I am standing in a green, green field, misty, half raining. The day is cold, grey. A chill runs over my body. I’m looking at my grave, my own grave. I feel nothing but emptiness.’

He looked away again, staring over his right shoulder to the windows and the sea.

‘Go on,’ she prompted, impatient but gentle. ‘Tell it all as you told me.’

He turned back to us, raising his craggy eyebrows in apology as if certain he was wasting our time.

‘I felt pain. I looked down and saw that my leg was bandaged. And my hand hurt. I held it to my face and saw blood seeping through bandages that encased my arm. The blood oozed out from between my fingers and dripped to the ground. My head hurt. There was an explosion, but it came from inside my head, like I was dreaming whilst dreaming – as if as I stood in the dream at my grave I was having another dream. It was strange.

‘In this second dream I saw flames searing through the air and bodies flying on a howling wind like debris tossed in a storm. A man ran towards me, burning, disintegrating in front of my eyes, the flesh melting from his bones like fat melting on a fire. All this was happening in my head as I stood in a wet green field, staring at my own grave. The man reached me and enclosed me in his burning arms, dragging me down. I fell onto my grave, screaming out at the pain, fighting off the man who was only there in my head.

‘Then I awoke. It was not a pleasant dream. I left my room and walked the corridors for a while. A wisp of dawn skimmed the horizon and the bay, through the window, was tranquil. If I could have wished myself back out there, floating peacefully …

‘I saw a light on in her room, so I knocked and went in. We talked. It calmed me down. Now I tell you, I see it all clearly in front of me again, but the hurt has gone.’

He returned to staring into space.

‘What does it mean?’ she asked, turning to me.

I had no idea, but did not want to disappoint her.

‘Which leg was damaged?’ I asked.

He patted his right leg.

‘And your arms? They were burnt?’

‘No. The man was burnt, not me. It was only a dream.’

I agreed, but anything would do at this stage.

‘Maybe so. But I’ll have the doctor check your leg anyway.’

He looked away. ‘He has checked it already.’

‘And?’ I asked. The doctor’s report was in my file but he had noted only the effects of exposure. ‘Did he find anything?’

‘Yes.’

‘What did he find?’ I asked, reaching for my file to double-check. I looked through the folder, found the report and started to read it again.

But my attention was reclaimed by the sound of her gasping.

He had rolled his trouser to just above the knee. The leg was white, obviously it rarely saw sun, but all round the calf were the proud red lines of scar tissue, patterned like someone had used his leg as a maypole, with razor wire instead of ribbons.

He looked unconcerned, but she reached out to touch it, then snatched her hand away quickly.

‘What did he …? How old are the scars?’ I asked.

‘I do not know. The doctor thinks it is an old injury.’

‘What can have caused that?’ asked she, shaking her head in disbelief at what she saw. The scars were thick, the skin raised and marbled, puckered in odd places, like they were repaired with the uneven stitches of a child’s first sampler.

‘A war injury possibly,’ he said. ‘An explosion, a bomb of some sort. But more likely multiple knife wounds, badly stitched.’ He rolled the trouser down.

The idea of someone attacking a body with such indiscriminate frenzy made me shiver.

‘A war injury,’ I echoed. ‘That could explain your dream. And it might show that these dreams you are having are tied to what actually happened. Many men your age went through the war. Only now are we beginning to understand the effects on their minds as well as their bodies. You’ve already told us about your desert memory – this could be a link.’ I paused. ‘The grave dream, well, I don’t know, but I would think that in a war fear of death is a constant waking nightmare. For it to continue after the event might not be unusual.’

They sat together, those two, quiet and strange. She had pulled her chair close to his and still held his arm.

‘I’m sorry to make you sad,’ he said to her.

‘I’m sad for myself,’ she replied, pushing a stray lock of hair from her forehead. ‘I don’t know what to do. I wish we were on board the lifeboat again – at least there the only question was life or death. Here I feel lost within myself; I have no idea what to do.’

‘Wait,’ I answered, although I had not been asked. ‘Wait and we will get news of you, I’m sure. Although you can’t remember, there will be people looking for you, people to whom you belong. Everyone has someone.’

‘Who do you have?’ he asked.

*

I escorted them to their rooms in the early afternoon and returned to my office. I was met at the door by my boss’s secretary, smiling at me like I had done something wrong.

‘There’s a man here,’ she whispered. ‘A young man, he’s nice too,’ she added with a giggle.

I looked at her, weighing my briefcase in my hand as I waited for information as to why I should be interested in a young man at the office.

‘He’s asking for you and no one else can help him,’ she added, enlightening me and mystifying me all at the same time. She lead me back to my desk like I didn’t know the way and pointed to the person sitting in my seat. It was the librarian. I felt a tinkle of excitement sparkle through me. He leapt up, dropping the pencil that he had been doodling with.

‘Hello,’ he said, sounding guilty, of what I could not say.

‘Hello,’ I replied, putting down my briefcase. I waited for him to explain; the secretary waited too.

‘I have this for you,’ he said, picking up the piece of paper he had been doodling on. ‘It’s a writer, he’s perfect.’

The secretary wandered off; I took the piece of paper.

‘I’ve ordered his biography,’ he said. ‘I hope that’s all right?’

‘Thank you, that’s fantastic. How did you find him?’

‘I asked my aunty. She used to run the library before she retired. She said try him, so I did and he seems perfect. He’s English, was in Africa for about eight years. He died there. My aunty likes his work – she has one of his novels.’

Away from the environment of the library he seemed younger; or maybe it was because of the excitement with which he recounted his information. He wore cream cotton trousers, a striped knitted shirt with a collar, and white canvas boat shoes. I became distracted by the stripes, which were of non-uniform widths, in muted green tones. I thought it a very attractive shirt.

‘He is more obscure than I thought,’ he said. ‘Notorious rather than mainstream. Aunty says his death was as responsible for his notoriety as his writing. He shot himself.’

This brought my attention back to what he was saying.

The biography the librarian had ordered was written posthumously. He was sure it would contain photographs. I hoped that even if there was no likeness of my castaway in the book, the photographs might bring something back to her; in her dream she had seen her father’s face.

‘Thank you for bringing this,’ I said, holding up the piece of paper.

‘My pleasure,’ he replied. ‘What do you think?’

‘It sounds plausible. I’ll write to the publishers. Would your aunt have their address?’

He pointed to some writing at the bottom of the page, surrounded by doodles.

‘Here, I wrote it down – sorry, it’s a bit hard to read now.’

‘Oh thanks, thanks very much.’

We stood at my desk while I stared at his writing. I was conscious of the curious glances we were getting from my colleagues.

‘Thanks,’ I said again. ‘I hope I haven’t dragged you away from the library just for this?’

‘Oh no. It’s my day off.’

‘Oh, I see.’

This made me feel even more like I was imposing on him. I was about to thank him again when he said: ‘I won’t disturb you anymore. I’m glad you’re pleased.’

‘Yes, thank you.’

He stuck out his hand and shook mine firmly, just twice, then released me, stepping back with a grin.

‘Let me know what they say,’ he said. ‘The lifeboat pair, I mean – come and see me at the library?’

I gave him a smile as he left. At the door he turned and waved again – I was still watching. I waved back and sat down in my chair, opening some files at random to appear engrossed with work and so avoid the looks and questions of my colleagues. I had some feelings of embarrassment, which annoyed me because his visit was to do with my work enquiries. I wished he had come in his work clothes.

I stared at the files in front of me, taking none of them in. I’d met men at university; there were a few with whom I was on first-name terms, just for the comparison of notes on lectures and group work for tutorials. None had attracted me as I had hoped they would. At school we’d had no contact with men except for the priests.

Who would fall in love first and with whom had been an almost constant topic of conversation in the dormitories after lights out. Some of the more forward girls made ribald jokes about the priests, which I found embarrassing, although I would never show it. I had planned to get a boyfriend when I was at university, but only in an abstract way, like I planned to find a hobby and try curling my hair; I thought about holding hands with someone, kissing someone. I gave no thought to the actual type of someone, and when it came to talking to a man in the real world, I found myself lost for the small talk that tugs the more weighty craft of conversation into safe waters.

I managed to smile at boys, but no more. My roommate told me this made them consider me shy or disinterested. She suggested I have a few drinks to relax and invited me to some parties, but my real shyness and a budget that did not allow for the buying of party dresses, stopped me.

I sat at my desk and thought about what I would wear next time I went to the library, which embarrassed me all over again. I chastised myself for wasting time and turned my attention back to the safety of work.

*

I wrote to the publisher immediately. I could only hope that my letter would receive the priority I requested and that a positive return would be forthcoming before the two-week deadline was up.




HAPPINESS

In a cold country he warmed his heart on love, planting his feet to spread root-like into the soil of their life.

She beat her wings against his enclosing hands, until he slipped her into his pocket to nest.

They shared their memories of sunshine and vast spaces like rationed chocolate, in a tiny flat decorated with plans of the future that his engineer’s heart designed for her.

Happiness floated on the top of warm baths, spread itself over toast and rained like a blanket from the sodden sky. It rolled in sleep to wrap itself around them, turned her lions into fat cats curled by the fire and built a ramp up to his knotted heart.

When he went to war she stayed alone in their room. She lost herself in his clothes, hiding inside his coat like a child beneath the bedclothes in the dark.

The days ticked away until she discovered someone hiding with her. Then her hideout became a nest and she thought: so late in life I have become the lioness, guarding our young while he is away defending his pride. She wrapped herself around her belly as it grew and her heart swelled accordingly to encompass three.
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DAY FIVE

The woman barely acknowledged the news when I told her about the biography. Not even knowledge of the writer’s suicide elicited a response. He exhaled his disapproval and said: ‘Such men I have no patience with. There are many ways to die, but what is so good about death that one would go to it willingly?’

The guard had brought them in late that morning – she had been difficult to wake, he said, and suspicious of the wardens, despite having seen them every day since her arrival. She refused to leave her room until the man was brought in from the other cellblock. She also refused breakfast and was now hungry.

I quelled my feelings of annoyance at her contrariness and agreed to continue our work at the café.

The guards left them in my care with a shrug – although they had seen all types, it was obvious they considered her unusual.

We walked slowly to the café, not speaking. She seemed frail. He held her arm, supporting her in a gentlemanly fashion. After choosing a table in the sun he gently helped her into a chair and, whilst I ordered, found a sun umbrella on another table and moved it over to shade her. It was all done quietly, without a word between them. Much like on the lifeboat, I imagined.

‘This seems like good news,’ he said, in reference to my discoveries.

The woman looked out to sea.

‘I think it is,’ I said.

‘And very kind of this librarian to go to so much trouble for strangers such as ourselves,’ he added.

‘So you may be English,’ I said ‘or at least your father was, if this writer is your father.’

Her accent was English, but with him she conversed most fluently in Spanish. His accent was neither Spanish nor English. Indeed, I had trouble pinning it down to any particular country. It could have been French, but that of a Frenchman long gone from France, and he spoke only a few words in that language. Or rather, I had only heard him speak a few, and I had a feeling that he understood more than he was prepared to admit.

Our only lead seemed to be that of her father, which in her more positive moments she felt was memory, not just a dream, but she could not tell where one ended and the other started.

The weekend approached, signalling the end of my first week with them and the beginning of my last. I tried to ignore the feeling of panic which arose whenever I remembered the deadline – if I could just get one confirmation, perhaps my boss would extend the period of the investigation.

The weekend also meant two days away from the office, usually a time I spent sailing, my weekly treat, but this weekend it felt like time lost. Nor did I relish the idea of spending the weekend at work. So I decided to take them with me. I was an officer of the government after all, and an old man and woman would hardly seem like a security risk. It was unorthodox, but surely acceptable under the circumstances. However, I did not plan on telling my boss.

After they ate we returned to the compound. They had spoken little; she still looked dazed. The common room was empty and as I left I saw her curl up into a battered old cane lounge and close her eyes. He stood at the far end of the room, staring out of the window, a stance that was becoming familiar to me.

Apart from the old cane lounge, a dozen wooden chairs and tables decorated the room, and a few greasy decks of cards were stacked on a shelf, next to some shipping magazines. Despite the furniture, the room looked bare. The walls were green and shiny, a particular shade of green I dubbed ‘public lavatory green’, unbroken by anything but a list of regulations glued lopsidedly by the door. I felt sorry to leave them in such stark surroundings, but hoped that I may soon return with better news.

All I needed was a weekend security pass. I looked for the chief of security. He was not in his office. Enquiry revealed that he was at the docks, dealing with an emergency on board a foreign freighter. As it was, this emergency worked in my favour.

The freighter arrived that morning, containing produce to be unloaded immediately, due to a damaged generator in the main cool room. The vessel had been attacked by one of the pirate gangs that infested the channels of the northern islands. The freighter waited in a small bay for a week, while the engineers repaired what they could, and then sought refuge in our port. The harbourmaster admitted the vessel to port despite a discovery that the majority of the ship’s crew did not hold the correct papers to enter our country; they were not members of the maritime workers’ union, nor did they hold work visas. Such an oversight by the captain and the mate was not above suspicion. Their crew, it turned out during interviews, worked for a fraction of the cost of accredited crews. The maritime union was a strong one which did not take poaching on its territory lightly.

The dockside was in uproar. Every illegal crewmember was to be incarcerated until the correct paperwork could be sorted out. The boat was to be unloaded by local teams and the ship sent on its way again, having paid a hefty fine. When I arrived the crew were boarding buses bound for where I had just come from. After two months at sea, no one was happy about it.

I found the chief of security on the last bus. The captain and the mate were being led away by a couple of guards; both looked furious.

The chief glanced up as I jumped on board the bus, alerted by the wolf-whistles and comments directed at me, but so intent was I upon my mission that I barely noticed what would usually have sent me running. He seemed unsurprised to see me and started talking before I even sat down.

‘I’m glad someone had the sense to call you. It’s a terrible mess here and I’ll need statements taken from all the crew members.’

He leant clumsily to one side, pulled a large, checked handkerchief from his pocket and mopped his brow. The tight, blue uniform did not suit his burly figure – he looked like an uncomfortably costumed father shanghaied into a part in his child’s Christmas pantomime.

‘Have you been briefed?’ he demanded, as he attempted to stuff the handkerchief back into the pocket -it wasn’t going back in there willingly.

‘No.’

He let out a sigh of exasperation and rifled through the document case he was carrying, head down, thrusting individual papers to me as he came across them. I was holding half a dozen before I found the courage to correct him.
 
‘That’s not why I’m here, sir.’

He waved a hand at me, without raising his head.
 
‘Well it is now. These men,’ he looked up and jerked a thumb at the glum-looking lot behind him, ‘are mostly from the Balkans somewhere, as far as I can tell. You speak that, don’t you?’

Without waiting for me to answer, he continued: ‘Itinerant workers, no papers. It’s a huge balls up and we need it sorted.’

He remembered himself all of a sudden and looked sheepish.

‘Pardon the language.’

I waved that away, wondering why men seemed to assume that women didn’t swear. I could repeat the expression back to him in half a dozen different languages, some with hilarious translations; none of them offended me.

‘So why are you here?’ he asked, looking at me properly for the first time.

‘You have two detainees I’m already working with. The lifeboat pair?’

‘The old couple? How’s that going?’

‘So so. The memory loss is a problem and I’d like to try a new tack. I’ve set aside this weekend to work intensively with them and think it would be beneficial to keep them in an informal surrounding for these purposes. We think trauma may be to blame, and a more personal approach would help. I’ve volunteered my time and expertise. All I require is your authorisation to remove them from custody for the weekend. And,’ I gestured behind us, ‘in light of these new pressures on your department, I think it would be better for all concerned if they were secured elsewhere, until these men are processed.’

I hoped I had not overdone it. I had no permission from my department for what I was doing and could only hope that he would be too busy to double-check.

‘Well,’ he said slowly. ‘I’m not sure … what about this lot?’

I paused, as if considering what favour I could do him, playing it out as best I could.

‘If you give me the old pair for the weekend, I can commit all of my time today to you, starting now. That should suffice. If not, I’ll give it first priority, next week.’

He grunted his assent.

‘Fine. I’ll organise release papers. But I think you’re wasting your time. We have an exchange agreement with the mainland – they’ll be deported next week anyway.’

I spent that day hard at work. The crewmen were mostly Croatian, trying to make some money away from the hardships of home. Many were supporting families and the chance of decent wages heavily outweighed the risk of incarceration. They knew that finance would win out, that the ship’s owners would pay whatever fines were imposed by our trade department and still come out ahead. It amused them to be interviewed by a young female. We chatted about home and they showed me photos of wives and children. They were delighted to find someone who spoke their language and seemed interested in their stories. I felt sad that they were not to be offered the open hospitality of our port, when they were so far from home and their loved ones. No doubt my compatriot unionised seaman would disagree strongly.

I recorded their versions of recruitment to the ship and life on board. I heard each man’s version of the pirate attack, which had damaged the generator and sent them limping to us. Each version grew with the telling, but I wrote down everything verbatim; it was someone else’s job to collate and analyse what I translated. By seven that evening I was finished.

I hadn’t had a chance to tell the castaways of my plan. The man was not in the men’s dormitory, so I went to the women’s quarters hoping to find them both. It was much quieter than where I had just come from. I found her in her room flicking idly through magazines. It occurred to me that I had not even attempted to find them any reading matter to pass the long hours of waiting.

She looked pleased to see me, her mood changed from the morning. They had passed the afternoon quietly playing cards and watching the boats come and go. She’d seen me arrive with the sailors and wondered if I’d forgotten them.

‘No, no,’ I hurried to reassure her. ‘Your case is my first priority, especially with so little time at our disposal.’

‘I feel like I have so much time to spare … one can only sleep so much,’ she said.

I would track down some reading matter first thing Monday morning, I promised myself.

The man had left not long before I arrived, for a walk, he’d said.

‘Where to?’ I asked, wondering how I could have missed him in the corridors.

‘Who knows, my dear – I don’t ask. Now, tell me about your day.’

She was pleased with my plan, childishly gleeful; she wanted to leave immediately. I was explaining why that was not a good idea when he arrived; how he managed to wander about the compound unhindered by locks amazed me. It was an odd skill. I thought of magicians, then thieves, which was unsettling. I wondered if I should tell the security guards.

‘How did you get here?’ I asked.

He pointed to his feet, clad in the cheap canvas shoes they issued to inmates, the shoelaces removed.

‘I walked,’ he said and winked at me.

She rolled her eyes. ‘Maybe better not to ask, I think,’ she said. ‘You will sleep more peacefully without that responsibility as well.’

‘You shouldn’t go where you are not allowed,’ I told him. ‘It will make people suspicious.’

‘Of what?’ he asked, holding out his hands. ‘An old man taking a walk?’

‘They’ll think you’re trying to break out,’ I insisted.
 
He laughed. ‘And if I did, my dear,’ he said, looking at me through lowered lids, ‘where would I go?’

I let it pass. She was bursting to tell him of my arrangements and I hoped he was as pleased. However, he looked so serious after she told him that I worried I had overstepped the mark. It occurred to me that he may not want to stay with me – I was, after all, an official and a stranger.

‘Sir,’ I said formally. ‘If this is inconvenient just say. I am, after all, a stranger and to ask you to come to my home, well …’ I tailed off uncomfortably, not quite sure how to express my fear politely.

But I need not have worried.

‘It is an honour to be asked. I am pleased to accept,’ he said. ‘And do not worry, to us everyone is a stranger, even ourselves. We will be very comfortable with you.’

I left them happier than I found them, with the promise of my return in the morning to collect them.

I had never entertained guests. In my first year at university I shared a room with a girl from London whose large group of school friends visited regularly. She often hosted parties in our room, my first warning of which was the frantic tidying and decorating that took place the evening before. It always looked much the same to me afterwards.

On the day of the party she would skip the last lecture in order to bathe and dress. If the party was on the weekend she’d spend the day with her long hair in rollers, polishing and tweezering any exposed part of her body. She’d bring out her special white linen tablecloths for our desks, which were pushed together to make what she called a ‘buffet’. That was decorated with fresh flowers and whatever assortment of snacks her allowance ran to that month. The drinks varied. At the beginning of the year she was serving sherry in a set of crystal glasses her parents had given her; by the end of the year they’d developed a taste for martinis, and beer. Also, by the end of the year came boys, smuggled into the room along with the beer.

As her roommate I was extended an invitation and went to the first few, but not being privy to the social shorthand used within a group of old friends, soon became bored and took myself to the library instead. I wondered why she took such pride in playing hostess when drinks at the pub would have been so much easier.

I thought of her as I walked home that evening; I could now understand her excitement. At the end of the main street I turned away from my hill and headed back towards the waterfront – Friday was market day.

The farmers’ market was a social occasion. Fishing families from the shores met with farming families from inland. Teenagers met for dates, old women sold beautiful knitwear and embroidery and gossiped unashamedly, keen eyes on the young ones, and the old men drank wine and smoked and watched everyone else. There were children running all about. You could find dinner, a drink, or just the week’s groceries.

It was dark as I approached the waterfront park where the market was held. The graceful trunks of the palm trees around the perimeter were decorated with streamers, and coloured bulbs clung to wires strung between the trees, like brightly clad circus clowns swinging on the slack wire.

The smell of barbequing meat enveloped me well before I reached the stalls, mixed with the sweet smells of sugarcane, fruit and perfume. Stallholders cried out to shoppers: goods, bargains, offers, jokes. Carrying my briefcase, wearing my work clothes, I felt like an undertaker at a carnival. I undid the top button of my white blouse and slipped off my cardigan, draping it over my shoulders like I had seen the girls do as they left the office for Friday night drinks.

My vision softened in the dark honey tones of the evening; faces seemed kinder. I browsed as much as I bought, taking my time to select the things I needed, allowing myself to taste and smell each item. Grapes, figs, goats’ cheese, all local to the island. Tomatoes, the size of plums and almost as sweet, lettuce and an avocado, a fruit I had seen but not tried before now. I bought olives and dried apricots, jam and honey, bread, pastries.

I bought two cushions, suitable for pillows, and two lovely handmade quilts, knitted by the stallholder, who was knitting as she made the sale. She smiled when I held out my money without bargaining, and indicated I should drop the notes into her lap. Her needles didn’t pause once during the whole transaction.

I soon had everything I needed and a few things I didn’t. I bought myself an old lacquered box. The inlaid flower pattern caught my eye, but it was the sweet, wistful smell of its interior that made me buy it; it smelt of someone’s past. I imagined the box being meant for photographs or letters, however, I was sure I could find something just as suitable. That box was the first ornament I had ever bought and I still own it. Now it does hold photographs, and the smell is still the same.

Once home, I set about making up beds and arranging furniture. I cleaned the already spotless bathroom and lavatory and threw away the half bar of soap I had been using, replacing it with a soft cream bar I’d purchased. The new soap smelt of well-dressed women who didn’t do their own ironing; it came wrapped in white tissue. Small, crumbling fragments of soap were left behind, powdering the inside of the paper; I lifted it to my face and inhaled, then carefully folded it back over the crumbs to capture them. The scented tissue would be ideal to add fragrance to my underwear drawer; in those days we were taught to waste nothing.

At the foot of each bed I folded blue towels, with matching flannels. In a neat pile on the coffee table I placed interesting books they might enjoy. I filled the lacquered box with my collection of maps and charts and placed it on the sideboard.

I made salads and sliced small goods, wrapped bread and cheese and butter. By eleven I could think of nothing more to prepare. I went out onto the verandah to check the night sky.

Even with the light from the dockside for competition, the dark sky hung like a bejewelled blanket wrapping the earth. Balloons of sound floated up from the streets below. I had no ill feelings in my stomach – the next day would be fine. I was confident of a good morning breeze.

I went to bed, feeling like a child on Christmas Eve, trying to hasten tomorrow with sleep.
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DAY SIX

My weather prediction was right: the sun shone and the wind blew big fluffy clouds across the sky, just as it should.

The man and woman were released to me without delay and we proceeded to my mooring. I didn’t keep the yacht at the main marina, it was too costly and, anyway, I preferred the other side of the island, where a smaller harbour lead straight out to sea with little fuss. It felt more private too, being without the cafes, shops and beaches that entice day-trippers. It was a five-mile trip from my house to the mooring, directly up the hill and down the other side. I usually caught a bus.

Half a mile before the bay the trees cleared to reveal the harbour below in panorama.

I waited for that view every trip to send a pleasant shiver tingling over my skin. Then my mood, no matter what it had been before, would be happy.

That day we caught a taxi, loaded as we were with provisions. To my satisfaction, when we reached the vantage point she turned to me, smiling.

‘Beautiful,’ she said. I was glad she saw it as I did.

I kept a dinghy at the jetty to ferry me to my mooring, the ignition key onboard. There was not much crime in the town: a few petty thieves, well known to the police, and the occasional drunken brawl or domestic dispute. In such a maritime community boat theft was considered the worst of all crimes and was a rare occurrence.

He admired the dinghy as we stepped aboard. ‘This is a sturdy little vessel.’

‘It’s good. Used to be a lifeboat; the previous owner fitted the engine. I did quite a bit of exploring in it before I found my yacht, and I use it on still days. It’s too big to tow as a tender, though.’

‘You’ve done a very thorough job,’ he said, lifting one of the hatches in the seat to reveal lifejackets and fishing tackle.

‘Thank you. It’s kind of you to notice; I think you’ll like the yacht even better.’

I pointed to where she lay, graceful even when moored. From the way the lines in his face softened, I could tell that he saw the same beauty I did.

We motored slowly to the mooring, the sound of our engine breaking through the remains of the early morning mist that loitered in the shadows of overhanging trees. The lush tropical foliage that covered the island grew down to the water on this side of the island, and leant over the edges of the nearby cliffs that peered down at us from their blue heights.

I boarded first and helped the woman on board. By the time she was safely seated he had the dinghy tied off to the buoy and had started unloading our provisions.

‘Permission to come aboard, captain,’ he called from on board the dinghy.

‘Permission granted,’ I replied. He gave me a mock salute and stepped aboard, with a grace that belied his size, barely rocking the little boat as he left it.

‘You’ve done this before,’ I said, checking the neat hitches he’d dropped over the buoy.

There was a small galley below decks: just a kerosene stove, icebox and sink, but I was proud of its neatness; cutlery and crockery fitting snugly into drawers, and tea towels with the yacht’s name embroidered on them – a gift to myself last birthday.

The woman sat peacefully, eyes closed and head turned to the sun. He was on the foredeck. I came up to find him unfurling the mainsail, having already rigged the jib. It bellowed slightly in the light breeze, like a tethered horse wanting to go.

‘I’ve rigged the smaller jib,’ he said. ‘The wind may pick up once we’re out of the lee of that headland.’

‘It does. Thanks.’

He gave a small smile of satisfaction and continued with the mainsail. I took my place at the helm – it would seem I had a crew.

The mainsail rose smoothly and he tied it off with an expert twist. I turned the boat into the wind and called to him to untie us from the mooring, which he managed quickly and efficiently. I pulled the tiller towards me to pick up the breeze, gathering in the mainsheet, and felt the boat respond, tipping in deference to the wind as the mainsail swelled. I felt for the delicate balance between keel and sail, the tiller in my hand thrumming like a pulse, a direct line to the heart of my vessel.

He moved down into the cockpit and stood by at the jib sheet, awaiting my signal. I nodded again and the jib tightened to his pull, on a starboard tack, drum-tight. The stays hummed as we picked up speed and the bow wave made that creamy noise which is a delight to all sailors. He cleated the jib sheet and coiled the ropes, then came aft to sit beside me.

‘I think you’ve done that before,’ I said, with mock nonchalance.

‘I hope so,’ he replied. ‘It felt good.’

‘Faultless. Would you like to take the helm once we’re outside?’

‘That would be very nice,’ he said.

I handed over to him once we were in open sea. The woman watched in silence. I had been sailing for only a year, and I prided myself on having an aptitude for it, but I had to acknowledge that as soon as this man took the helm he looked like he belonged. He and the boat seemed as one, his hand firm on the tiller like the two were carved from the same timber. This was the first real thing I could say about this strange man: he could sail.

I realised I had only narrowed the ocean of possible identities to a small sea, so many sailors were there in the world.

‘What’s wrong?’ she asked me, sitting close, her hands brushing away a stray lock of hair caught by the breeze.

I grimaced, not wanting to spoil the moment. ‘Nothing.’

Her attention returned to our companion. ‘He is very good at this, don’t you think?’

‘Yes, very good.’

‘So, perhaps it is something he knows … that he has done before?’

‘Undoubtedly.’

‘And this is good, no?’

‘Possibly.’

‘It is good,’ she insisted. ‘For him, for us. We now know our friend here must have done much sailing before.’

‘Yes,’ I said, not wanting to say more.

‘So what is wrong?’

‘So he is a sailor,’ I said. ‘And that is good. But there are so many sailors in the world, millions. And he is just another one and I am no closer to knowing who he is.’

It didn’t seem to dishearten her.

‘Yes, that’s true. And I think we are lucky to have someone like you who takes our plight so personally. But,’ she briefly covered my hand with hers, ‘this is not simply about a name. There is so much more to someone than that. This discovery means he knows something more about who he was, what he loved,’ she cast about for the words, ‘what described him.’

I waited for her to continue.

‘What he loved. And it is so obvious, looking at him, that this is something about which he felt passionate. It seems to me, dear, from my point of view,’ and she smiled at me kindly, ‘that there are so many more important things to a person than just their name.’

I had never thought of it like that; I saw their problem like so many blank spaces on an exam paper to be filled in correctly.

‘Don’t you want to know where you have come from? Especially now?’ I asked.

‘Now? Why – has something changed?’

‘No. I mean now you aren’t as young as … Now you are—’

‘Old?’ she laughed. ‘Yes, of course, that would be nice. But right now, here in this beautiful place, amongst friends, it does not seem so important. I feel happy, content. And I have a future. It is almost liberating. Yes, it is liberating. Who knows what I was tied to in my former life? I could have had a husband who beat me, children who didn’t care, no friends, lived in a dungeon, being nibbled at by goats as daily torture!’

We both laughed.

‘But now, I have a clean slate. I can make my life any way I want it. The world seems like a place full of new discoveries. How many people at my age, whatever that is, get to rediscover that they love the flavour of good white wine?’

‘Or eat dark chocolate for the first time, again,’ I said, joining in her enthusiasm.

‘Or smell jasmine.’

‘Tea roses.’

‘Coffee.’

‘Whisky,’ he called from the helm.

I gave him a disapproving look. ‘Where have you been drinking whisky? The café doesn’t sell it.’

‘Do you really want to know?’

‘No,’ I replied, shaking my head. ‘Just don’t get caught, please.’

‘Yes,’ she said, laughing as she moved over to sit beside him, ‘because you are such a dangerous old man. Just think of what he could get up to out alone at night.’

‘Oh I know it seems silly,’ I acknowledged, smiling. ‘It’s just the rules and regulations I worry about.’

‘I am not that old,’ he said, with mock offence.

‘How do you know?’ she rejoined.

‘Very cruel, ma’am. Because I feel it in my bones.’
 
‘But I see grey hair in the mirror and so do you.’

‘You know what I mean.’

‘Yes,’ she admitted, ‘I do. If I could not see myself, I would say I was about thirty-one. Is that strange?’ she asked, turning to me.

‘I don’t know.’ I moved closer to them, better to hear their voices above the thrumming of the boat as it moved through the water.

‘No, I don’t suppose you would.’

‘No, I don’t mean that. I mean I don’t know if it’s strange not to feel the age one is. I suspect that many people feel that way. I think maybe we reach a peak, or a sticking point for our personality and stop there. I know I still have an image of myself in my head, stuck at seven years old. Even now I am three times that age I still see myself as seven and am often surprised by my own reflection.’

‘You too? I thought I was the only one. I do not like looking in mirrors and seeing some old woman staring back at me.’

‘I wonder if it’s even more disconcerting for you, in that you have lost your conscious memory of your age, so you’ve lost continuity?’

‘Do you think that the age at which I see myself in my mind’s eye is important?’ she asked.

‘As a clue to your memory loss?’

‘Yes.’

‘Thirty-one to now is a long time for you to have been amnesic.’

She shook her head and said: ‘I mean that it may have been an important period in my life.’

Our conversation paused while I put the boat about, turning to tack back towards the land.

‘So why seven years old for you?’ he asked when we had all resumed our seats.

‘I don’t know. I’ve never really questioned it.’

‘Where were you then?’ he asked.

‘The convent – the one I grew up in.’

‘And what happened that particular year?’ she asked.

‘Aren’t I supposed to be asking you these sort of questions?’

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘but our answers are always so predictable …’ He turned to her, smiling.

‘I can’t remember!’ they chanted in unison. She put her arm around him and gave him a squeeze. It was a casual, familiar move and once again I saw them as a couple, lovers even. Was that so far-fetched?

‘You haven’t answered yet,’ he said. She took her arm away, but they remained seated closely together.

‘My best friend left.’

‘Well that’s something,’ she said. ‘Why did she leave?’

‘Her parents came and got her.’

‘She had parents?’ he asked. ‘I thought it was an orphanage.’

‘It was a convent that took in war strays, many of whom were orphans, but most just sheltering in the country for the period of the conflict.’

‘Did you miss her?’ she asked.

‘Yes. A lot,’ I realised for the first time just how much I had missed her. ‘I remember crying for weeks.’

I also remembered wetting the bed again and the trouble that caused me.

‘Did you hear from her much?’

‘No, never again.’ And now I wondered why.

‘That’s awful. You poor little thing.’

It was my turn for a hug.

‘Never mind. I am sure you made other friends,’ she said.

I let that one go unanswered, because I hadn’t.

‘It’s hard to make a new best friend,’ he observed. I looked up and met his eyes, and thought that they were the kindest eyes I had ever seen.

Squaring my shoulders, I said: ‘I think the worst thing was that somewhere in the back of my head I dreamt that my parents would come one day and claim me, just as hers had. I told you that my mother was not dead. So when they never did, I assumed it was my fault, as children do. I was only seven, a silly child.’

‘No, not silly,’ he said softly. ‘A completely beautiful, understandable child who just wanted to be loved. That’s all children ever want. I am sorry.’

‘It’s okay,’ I said quickly, attempting to laugh.

‘But it’s not right,’ he said.

‘I’ll get over it.’

She turned to him. ‘Come now, sir, with our captain’s permission I would like to test your sailing skills again. May he have the …’ She indicated the tiller. ‘Steering thingy.’
 
‘Tiller,’ he said.

‘Of course.’

I was pleased to hand back to him – he sailed better than I did.

At lunchtime we moored in a sheltered bay; just us and the seabirds. Steep cliffs climbed up from the waterfront, trying to puncture the cloudless sky. The boat rocked gently in the sun while I poured the wine and laid out the luncheon. My preparations of the night before were well rewarded. We drank to our days sailing and to sailors in general.

‘If we continued this way,’ I told them, pointing as I spoke, ‘we would eventually sail into the main harbour.’
 
‘That sounds nice,’ she said. ‘Can we?’

‘Not today. It’s an exposed journey and there’s a storm in the offing somewhere, so I wouldn’t risk it. I don’t think we’d have time to get back before it hit.’

‘A storm? Really?’ she said sceptically, looking around.
 
‘They can come up pretty quickly, this time of year, with little warning.’

‘So how can you tell?’ he asked.

‘I don’t know – just can. I have a knack for guessing the weather.’

‘A fisherman’s daughter,’ he suggested.

‘What’s that?’ she asked.

‘Something I heard. That fishermen’s daughters can tell the weather,’ he said, scratching his head. ‘Or was it that they had webbed feet?’

‘Oh, you terrible man,’ she cried, laughing and pretending to hurl the contents of her glass at him. ‘And look, you have let my glass go empty. Quick, a refill. You know what they say about old women with empty glasses?’

‘No, ma’am, what?’

‘They get thirsty.’

The taxi awaited us upon our return to the bay. We sat in a contented silence for the quick drive home, topping the hill overlooking the main harbour as the flames of a glorious sunset licked over the waves of the bay below.

‘And we are really allowed to stay at your house tonight?’ she asked. I nodded.

‘Thank you so much.’

‘You’re welcome. Did today bring anything back to you?’ I asked the woman. ‘Even if it’s just a shadow of familiarity?’

‘No, it did not, although I had a lovely day.’

She started to say more, but the taxi arrived at my house. Her gratitude embarrassed me. I enjoyed their company for its own sake; I felt connected to something for the first time in years.

We ate a light supper sitting out on the front verandah, overlooking the garden. Big tree ferns swept the railings and lush flowers pushed their way out through the glossy foliage, surprising me with their tenacity – I never did any gardening. Occasionally I would trim back the fern fronds obscuring the view from my favourite deckchair, but that was all. I liked the privacy of the fern-frond barrier, feeling like a hunter watching from the safety of a hide.

She pointed to a birdbath that sprouted like a giant mushroom from my front lawn.

‘Do you ever put out seed?’ she asked.

‘No.’

‘You should. You’d get parrots.’

‘You like birds?’ I asked.

‘Oh yes, I am sure I do,’ she said, as she leant out over the railing holding back a fern branch so as to see better. ‘Oh, look at those tiny birds – aren’t they lovely,’ she said, pointing at some colourful flutters of feather playing amongst the bushes like children tumbling in the sun, busy about nothing.

She moved over to make room for me beside her.

‘They’re finches, aren’t they?’

‘I think so.’

‘He’ll know. Where is he?’ She looked around. He had wandered into the kitchen. I could hear him rummaging around in the drawers.

‘Come out here,’ she called.

He emerged from indoors.

‘Look,’ she said, moving aside and gesturing for him to squeeze in beside us. ‘They’re finches, no?’

‘I think so,’ he murmured. He leant forward for a better look.

‘Lovely,’ he said. ‘Yes, they’re finches.’

‘Finches.’ She seemed pleased. He pulled back a fern branch and looked out to the harbour.

‘Do you mind?’ he asked, brandishing a big kitchen knife. I shook my head dubiously as he cut off the frond neatly at the trunk. He moved along the verandah and did the same with all the larger fronds, then stepped back to admire his work. It brought the ocean closer. We saw the storm I had predicted gathering. And now that I could see the whole sweep of the harbour, the town looked smaller, friendlier.

‘I could do the whole garden for you if you’d like,’ he said, as I sat down.

‘Now?’

‘Maybe next weekend?’

‘Okay. That would be nice.’

‘Will we be here next weekend?’ she asked, sounding frail, her body sagging.

I couldn’t reply.

‘We’ll be fine,’ he said firmly. ‘Come sit beside me.’
 
He drew her to the cane lounge, placing her down and seating himself beside her. He kept hold of her hand as they watched the storm clouds draw closer. Lightning illuminated their faces in the gathering dark. I noticed that they wore the same expression, revealing a similarity in their features I had not seen before. They say couples that spend their lives together begin to look alike. I thought I saw it in these two. In a way, the last few weeks were their whole lives.

I wondered about their relationship before the lifeboat and about what lay hidden inside their heads, hidden below the waterline: a reef full of beauty or something that would scuttle them?

She turned to me. ‘How old would you say I am?’

‘I couldn’t say.’

‘Fifty? Sixty? Seventy?’

‘Maybe sixty, at the most,’ I said. She had looked so much older when they arrived – they both had – but the years had washed from their faces like sand left clean by the retreating tide.

‘Old enough to be your grandmother, but with nothing to show for it. What are my achievements?’

‘They could be substantial,’ I answered.

‘But if I cannot recount them, they are as nothing, they never happened.’

‘Yes they did; they still exist. You were not born on that lifeboat.’

‘Maybe I was. But sometimes I do feel like I’m about to discover myself, like I were on board a ship sailing through islands hidden in mist. They loom up and just as I’m making something out they slip by, back into obscurity. It’s a bit like permanent deja vu. Or maybe I did something terribly evil and this is my punishment.’

‘Worse to know what you did,’ he said.

‘I don’t think so. What could be worse than being about to die without knowing what your life was?’

‘About to die?’ I asked.

‘At the end of my life,’ she explained.

I nodded.

‘So what do you think we should do?’ he asked.

‘Wait patiently,’ I said. ‘I expect an answer soon from the publisher. If this man is your father we have your identity. And then I expect yours to follow shortly after. Even if there is no prior relationship between you, you were on the same lifeboat, so logically one would assume you evacuated the same ship.’

‘I’ve been thinking about that,’ he said. ‘The lifeboat had no markings, although it was, judging by its size and features, from a substantially sized vessel. The water and supplies on board suggest that it was either well provisioned or packed with enough time before that vessel sank. A commercial vessel would have an identifiable lifeboat, so I think our ship may have been private. I have seen a few such vessels harbouring here until the storm season passes. They are all privately owned, with full-time crews.’

I wondered why I had not explored this path.

‘You could easily have crewed such a boat,’ she said. ‘But what about me?’

‘I have decided that you are a wealthy woman,’ he said. ‘The yacht was yours.’

‘And you were my skipper.’

‘But no vessels have been reported lost, commercial or private,’ I said.

‘To report something lost one needs to know where it was supposed to be to begin with. What if we hadn’t told anyone where or when we were going?’

‘I’ll look in to that tomorrow,’ I promised.

We sat talking until she fell asleep, leaning against his side. I did most of the talking, explaining the journeys I planned, taking the opportunity to show off my maps.

‘You plan to sail here?’ he asked, pointing north from the island.

‘Yes. It’s only a few days away.’

‘And will this all be solo sailing?’ he asked.

I’d never thought that far.

‘I suppose,’ I replied, ‘I could take a crew.’

‘It’s not safe for you to go alone. Promise me you will not do that.’

‘What do you know of these places?’ I asked, without thinking.

He faltered as he replied: ‘Nothing. I just don’t think it is safe for a girl to sail alone. I have heard stories, like everyone.’

I felt touched by his concern. For a moment I was taken by the idea of asking him to come with me. But I didn’t ask. It would have been an empty request; my plans were just dreams and I could make no promises to him as to his future.

‘Now I think it is time for bed,’ he said. ‘I will sleep out here, if that’s all right? I do miss the night sky.’

He stooped and gently picked up the woman; she looked tiny in his arms.

‘Where would you like me to put madame?’

Reluctantly I rose from the comfort of my chair and led the way to the bedrooms.

He laid her down and drew the sheet over her. She didn’t stir, but she looked comfortable, curled up with one bare foot tucked under the other and her hands crossed beneath her chin. Her face appeared softer than when she was awake.

‘Not quite so formidable when unconscious,’ he said.

‘Yes.’

‘Almost lovable.’

We both smiled. He picked up a folded blanket from the other bed and went back to the lounge on the verandah. I wondered why I had never slept there myself – it did make the most beautiful bedroom in the house.

‘You have everything you need?’ I asked.

‘Yes, thank you. And thank you for today. I cannot remember a day I have enjoyed so much.’

I laughed. He kissed me on the forehead.
 
‘Goodnight, child,’ he said.

‘Goodnight.’

Curled up in my own bed, I heard the lounge creak as the man made himself comfortable. It was good to be sharing my home. The house felt like a cat with a full belly, the breeze purring through the open windows. I lay there for some time, listening to the rain and free-falling back through the pleasures of the day.

Later, I was disturbed from my slumber. Through sleep-filled eyes I saw a tall figure standing in my doorway. I turned in the bed to sit up and the figure was gone. I listened for the noise of footsteps, floorboards creaking, but everything was silent. Perhaps I had dreamt it. I went back to sleep.
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DAY SEVEN

I was awoken by her scream, just before dawn when the night is at its darkest. The storm outside had passed. It took me a few moments to place the sound, whereupon I threw back the covers and ran to her. He was there already, sitting on her bed holding her to his chest, her arms pinned in a bear hug. I stopped at the doorway, my eyes adjusting to the dark. I watched as her struggles subsided, then stepped forward quietly and clicked on the bedside lamp. The soft light illuminated her face, which glistened with tears. He was stroking her hair and rocking her slowly, making soft shushing sounds. I went to a cabinet and found a handkerchief, which I handed to him. As he let her go she breathed in deeply and covered her face with her hands, then slowly released the breath and looked up.

‘Thank you,’ she said to him.

He gave her the handkerchief and sat away. She blew her nose.

‘And thank you,’ she said to me, holding up the handkerchief.

‘A nightmare?’ he asked. She nodded.

‘What happened?’ I asked.

She shook her head, as if to clear it.

‘The same,’ she said. ‘The same one. But then it changed and I was running away. Someone was after me, trying to kill me. There was mist and water, I had to escape, but I kept falling into the water, being swept away. Hands were reaching for me, trying to pull me under. It was horrible. Then I woke up. I’m sorry I disturbed you,’ she said, looking ashamed.

‘No, no,’ I said. ‘Don’t apologise. This is beyond your control. I’ll make some tea.’

I clanked about the kitchen in the almost dark. The overhead fluorescent seemed like an assault when I turned it on, so I snapped it off quickly and worked by the creeping light of dawn. I found the morning very peaceful. The air carried a cool crispness that was fresh and optimistic. A breeze rattled the kitchen blind and I sniffed the air like a dog, scenting more rain on its way, mingled with the scent of earth and grass.

The kettle steamed out its song, breaking into the silence of my thoughts. I made a pot of tea, carefully preparing the pot and warming the mugs, as I had been taught. I put the milk into a small jug that had come as part of the tea set. I’d never used the jug, always pouring my milk straight from the bottle, but I placed it upon the tray with some satisfaction.

The house was quiet as I carried the tea through. At the door to her room I stopped. The two of them lay fast asleep, her lying curled beneath his protective arm as they shared the single bed. I backed slowly from the room and took my tray to the verandah.

In the cool of the dawn the sensation of the tea felt like having a warm bath slide inside me. The world lay quietly, waiting to see what the sun was doing that day. Even the docklands were still.

The noise of a screen door slapping shut broke the silence. It was my neighbour, watering the hanging pots on her verandah. Now the ferns were trimmed I could see her house clearly; she saw me looking over and waved. I had never met her, was hardly even conscious of having seen her before, but I waved back and smiled.

‘Fresh this morning,’ she called.

‘Yes. Beautiful,’ I replied. She came closer, leaning over her rail to water some plants below. I got the impression that she had been awake for hours. She lived alone. I think she was retired.

‘He did a good job with the trimming. It looks very nice,’ she said, nodding towards my house. ‘Are your parents staying long?’

It took me a moment to work out whom she meant.

‘Oh. No. Not long.’

While I debated correcting her assumption, she finished her watering. A kettle started to whistle in the background.

‘I’d better get that. Enjoy the day,’ she said and disappeared indoors with a little wave. I resumed my examination of the harbourscape below.

There was still no sign of stirring from the guest room. I was bemused at their embrace, but not surprised. I didn’t imagine romance, just solidarity.

I watched a trail of ants busy across the verandah, carrying away grains of spilt sugar.

‘Good morning,’ he said from the doorway. He had arrived silently.

‘Good morning. Would you like some tea?’ I asked, starting to rise.

‘No. Please, stay where you are. I thought perhaps you would allow me to prepare breakfast?’

He didn’t wait for me to agree, but disappeared again. I heard him moving about in the kitchen. The woman joined me a few minutes later, wrapped in a blanket, her hair falling loosely to her shoulders.

‘Are you happy here?’ she asked.

‘I think so.’

‘I think we could be too. Or I could be. Do you think they will let us stay?’

I couldn’t answer that. ‘Don’t you want to return to your families?’

She frowned at me.

‘I can’t assume that there is a family. I think I would feel it if there were; if I had left someone precious and important to me.’

‘What about the child in your dreams?’

‘But I lose the child.’

‘You think the child dies?’

‘Don’t wish that upon me … the death of a child … who could recover from the death of their child?’

‘I don’t know.’ I tried not to think of my own mother.

‘Anyway, that was only a dream from which I awoke,’ she said. She pulled the blanket about her. ‘Could a doctor tell if I have given birth?’ she asked, hugging herself, pulling her legs up to her chest. ‘Even at my age?’

‘I don’t know. Shall I find out for you?’

‘No, I don’t know – I think I just want proof that I exist.’

I looked at her, puzzled.

‘I know the obvious, that I’m here, that this is real. But where do I fit in? Have you ever thought about how much we define ourselves by those around us? By who we know or associate with?’

I thought of myself.

‘Well, it’s sad,’ she said.

‘But temporary,’ I replied.

‘I hope so, but each time I try to bend my brain to this problem, which is so huge, I come up with nothing, not a thing.’

‘Give yourself some time.’

‘That is the one thing neither of us have. Not in life and not here.’

‘I’m tracking down that African writer.’

‘And what if there is no writer, no father? Or, maybe even worse, if having tracked him down, I still don’t remember. Something that means nothing to me, no matter how true it is, still means nothing. What if, even if we find out exactly who I am, I still cannot remember? What will I do then? I can’t start again, not now when I should be getting ready to finish. I feel like I have been robbed and it scares me.’

She spoke calmly, but I had an inkling of the chasm she faced.

The man returned, bearing three plates, laden with food, which he laid down with a flourish. He carried a tea towel over his forearm, like a waiter.

‘Pancakes,’ he announced. ‘And eggs, scrambled. Grilled tomatoes. Ham, left over from yesterday – waste not want not. And mushrooms. I hope this is suitable.’

We savoured the beautiful smells rising in steamy wafts from the plates.

‘Wonderful,’ she exclaimed.

‘I hope it’s not too much for you.’

‘No no,’ I said. ‘It’s perfect.’

‘Do start,’ he said. He took up his own plate to lead the way. ‘While it’s hot.’

The food was delicious, seasoned with thyme, he told me, which he had found growing in my back garden. I didn’t even know it was there.

‘Where did you learn to cook?’ I asked, without thinking.

‘Hah!’ he laughed. ‘Let me think … you know, I don’t know. However, I would be willing to bet it was not in the army.’

After breakfast she wandered about the house, touching things, looking into drawers. It didn’t bother me, there was nothing to hide: no love letters, diaries, photographs, none of those private things people like to squirrel away. She found a book in English and settled down on the verandah to read. He took himself to the garden. They both seemed content – only I was at a loose end.

I’d brought some papers home with me but had no desire to work. I sat at the desk in my sunroom, looking over the bay with the folders unopened in front of me, pondering the problem of the castaways. With only one week to go I felt out of my depth, but still adamant that I was the only person who could help them. It was a contradiction I could not reconcile.

Around midday we walked down to the waterfront, making a slow return to the compound.

‘My dear,’ she said, a small frown scuttling across her face. ‘That dream I had this morning, the nightmare …’

‘Yes?’

‘How real do you think my dreams are?’

‘I don’t know. I don’t think anyone knows. Why?’

‘I saw the man chasing me, trying to kill me …’

‘Did you recognise him?’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘The person who was trying to kill me was him.’

I looked ahead to where he walked. He felt my eyes upon him and waved, smiling. I squeezed her arm and said a silent prayer to green grass, blue sky and all that is good in the world.

When we got to the gate I turned to say goodbye. She was crying. Small, silent tears ran down her cheeks and it was as much as I could do not to cry myself as I hugged her goodbye.


THE RETURN

She should have recognised him, treetop-tall, as he
 
approached across thefield – but he was dead. She should have recognised the timbre of his voice, which whispered to her in dreams – but he was dead.

She knew his hands were just a haunting, his smell a mirage blown across the worldfrom the desert where he died.
 
‘I mourned you’

‘But I am not dead’

‘I died with you.’

‘But I am not dead’

‘I prayed for your soul’

‘But I am not dead’

‘Then pray for mine – I died with you. I cut out my heart. I burnt it upon a pyre’

‘And the ashes?’

‘I drink of them daily’

‘And our child?’

‘She is gone’

‘Then what did I fight for? I may as well be dead’

She took his hands between her own. ‘We have always thought the same.’

He looked around, scared that if he stayed he would stay forever. So he walked away from her, slow strides across the field. Then he ran, gulping air like a drowning man.

But behind him trailed a line, fine catgut, unbreakable, invisible, attached by a hook to his heart. It vibrated as he ran, thrumming like the wind in the trees as the world turns, increasing with distance, making him thrash and fight and run harder.

At night when he lay down to sleep he felt the tug, the barb. Upon waking to a new, clear day he waited, willing it gone, but there it was, replying to his every move with a jag, a pull. The more he fought, the more it fought back, the further he ran, the tighter the line stretched.

To escape this hook, he thought, I must cut out my heart. Or give in. Follow the invisible line to the hands of the fisherman and hope that this time she will not throw me back.

Then his running became a pilgrimage to each of the places that had brought them happiness. I am a Tendai monk, my sutra is her name. Down this tight stretched line I will call to her, drawing the fisherman to the fish.
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DAY EIGHT

I finalised the translations for the chief of security. I typed, paying little attention to the content, fretting at my lack of success with the castaways. It was the beginning of our last week and we knew little more than on the first day; certainly nothing strong enough to persuade my boss to extend the deadline.

In the morning I’d sent a note to the harbourmaster, inquiring about records of private yachts coming or going. Alone at work I didn’t feel as optimistic as the day before; such a search could take months to complete and I had only days.

A knocking on my desk disturbed my thoughts. My boss’s secretary, the same girl who had shown the librarian in, stood before me.

‘Hello, anybody home?’

She knocked again, smiling at my startled expression.

‘That’s a very bad habit.’

‘What?’ I asked, looking about the room in a daze.

She indicated to my hand, forefinger still in the corner of my mouth.

‘Oh.’ I took the finger away and hid it behind my back, transported back to school days and the exasperation of the nuns; but she was smiling. She fluttered a fan of paper at me.

‘How can I help you?’ I asked.

‘Deportation papers, for your lifeboat pair.’

I stared at the papers in shock.

‘But I still have a week to go,’ I said, hearing my voice rise with panic. ‘She said two weeks – I still have this week.’

‘I don’t know about that – I’m just doing the typing, and the paperwork has to be ready before they go on Friday,’ said the secretary, putting the forms down on my desk. She pulled up a chair. ‘It’s not much, I just need to get country of origin and names from you. And anything else you know.’

‘But I don’t even have that,’ I said, my voice trembling. I tried hard to appear unconcerned.

‘What’s wrong?’ she asked, making it obvious that I was failing.

‘I don’t have that,’ I said, in a neutral tone, pitching my voice low.

‘Then just tell me what you do have, it will be fine,’ she said.

A lump obstructed my throat. Don’t cry, I willed myself, don’t cry. I looked down at my knees.

‘I’m alright as long as no one is nice to me,’ I said, blinking quickly as I looked back up at her. I smiled to show I knew how contradictory my words were. She laughed and changed the subject.

‘Hey, how’s that fella who came to see you? Is he your boyfriend?’

She was speaking of the librarian.

‘No,’ I exclaimed hurriedly. ‘He had some information for me about the lifeboat pair – a book. He’s from the library.’

‘So why’d he bring it himself? Since when does a librarian do deliveries?’ she asked, looking at me with wide eyes.

‘It was his day off,’ I said. ‘He’s been really helpful.’

‘I’m sure he has,’ she smirked, nodding knowingly. She whispered: ‘No boy ever did something for nothing, not on his day off. But good for you – he’s nice.’ She drew out the last word and pretended to fan herself, batting her eyelids.

I laughed and shook my head in denial.

I took the deportation papers and scanned them quickly.

‘So I need anything you can give me to fill in here,’ she said, pointing. ‘And here.’

‘Can I delay things by not having the information?’ I asked.

‘I don’t think so, they’ll still be deported, but who knows where they’ll end up.’

‘Well,’ I said, reading as I spoke. ‘You can put England for her. Him, I don’t know, maybe Spain.’ I frowned.
 
‘So what do you know?’

‘Not a lot. I, we, think that her father was a writer – that’s why the librarian was here,’ I said, trying to sound convincing as I said that. ‘So I’ve written to the publisher to ask – that’s my only lead. I’m waiting to hear from them.’ I slumped in my seat, feeling like I’d been found wanting.

‘Written,’ she exclaimed. ‘That could take till next year – do you know how slow the mail is out of here?’ She took back the papers from me. ‘You should wire them – did you think of that?’

‘No, can I?’

‘I don’t know – but I can. Do you know what happens next?’ she asked, waving the papers at me. I shook my head. ‘I send a wire to the English passport authority, asking them if they’re missing a nice old lady. They wire back saying, “We’re missing a hundred old ladies.” Then I wire the port authority. And immigration. So while I’m sending all these things out that are not going to help at all but that I have to because it says so here,’ she said, waving the papers again, ‘why don’t we wire this publisher too?’

‘That would be fantastic. Thank you.’

‘It is my pleasure,’ said she as she turned to leave. ‘And you know what else? I’m going to include details of the old man too because I think they look so nice together.’

The secretary’s visit dismayed me. What if they separated them? What if they deported them? What if they took them from me before the two-week deadline?

I walked out to the waterfront with little thought to where I was going. Chastened by my failure to think of sending a wire myself, I reviewed all the clues I had, in case there was something else I had missed.

I passed the impounded freighter, looking forlorn without the usual time-is-money hustle that surrounds commercial vessels. The paint was peeling from the hull and three prow rails were missing, replaced with aging rope. The sailors had been moved back on board for want of room to house them elsewhere. I exchanged greetings with two I recognised.

My path took me past the security compound and on impulse I decided to visit, unannounced. But I would not tell them about the deportation papers.

A strong smell of cooking struck me as I stepped through the front doors. It clung like gravy with lumps; it was the smell of institutions. I was returned to the convent, to the cold corridors, burnt porridge, and gristly shepherd’s pie with no cheese on top. The smell was stifling.

They were both in the common room, sitting by the barred windows talking. They were alone. Although the compound was quiet, it didn’t feel peaceful, despite the gold wash of the afternoon sun softening the hard lines of the perimeter walls.

She looked over as I entered.

‘Well, hello,’ she called, a bright smile lighting up her face. She turned to the old man. ‘I told you she would come.’

He stood quickly and smiled.

‘So you did. Come to join us for dinner? Or shall we have a card night?’

There was a pack on the table beside them, dealt out as if a game were in progress.

‘Have I interrupted?’ I asked, nodding at the cards. They both laughed.

‘You are a funny girl,’ she said.

He scooped up the cards with one hand and stacked them neatly in the centre of the table.

‘A much appreciated interruption – I was being beaten, soundly,’ he said. ‘I have lost my entire fortune, should it turn out that I have one, and my own personal services for the next twenty years.’

‘Should you live that long,’ she quipped.

‘Madam, it will be a point of honour to me that I do, if only to have my revenge,’ he replied. ‘I am sure she cheats.’

‘He is a very poor loser.’

‘She fiddles the scores, but I must, as a gentleman, trust her reckoning.’

She pulled a spare seat towards her and patted it.
 
‘Pay no attention to him. What do you have for us today?’

‘Well, nothing really new,’ I said, remaining standing. Her eyes seemed to fade a moment, then she smiled quickly, as if determined to be cheerful. ‘But I thought you might like to come out and have some dinner?’

‘So you got my note?’ she asked.

‘No. What note?’

‘No matter. Dinner would be lovely,’ she said. ‘You are very kind.’

He helped her from her seat, then tucked her hand into his arm. They looked very comfortable together.

‘You’ll forgive us if we don’t dress for dinner,’ he said, gesturing to the door. ‘Lead on.’

‘I went to university in England,’ I told them. ‘Languages. I won a scholarship.’

We ordered our dinner and were sipping wine, a semi-sweet local drop, served icy cold, which always became the drink of choice to anyone who stayed in the country long enough. It was never exported, not even when technology opened the country up to the rest of the world. I know, because I have since scoured liquor stores in the outside world and have always been disappointed. Sometimes I catch a hint of it in the first breath of a fruity Riesling, enough to whisk me straight back to that time just for a moment. But none are ever quite the same.

‘That was one very good thing about the sisters – they understood the importance of education, even for women. Especially for women, I think,’ I said.

‘My degree took three years. I considered staying on and pursuing an academic career but I wanted to get out and see the world, as they say. England is so cold.’

As if in comparison, I looked about us. It was now dark and the evening promenade had begun. Groups of people wandered along the street, waving, greeting, chatting. Families spread out in their favourite restaurants, the children sitting up next to the adults, pleading for a sip of wine, scrambling for their favourite dish. How different to what I had grown up with. I felt a surge of affection for my adopted home.

‘Was it a wrench leaving friends behind?’ she asked.

‘No, not really. I found the study so engrossing. And the scholarship dictated I achieve certain levels of achievement.’

I didn’t answer her question, but she didn’t pursue it. In truth there were no close friends to leave behind, at least none more dear to me than my fascination to travel.

‘I had a dream about sailing last night,’ he announced. I was surprised at his volunteering the information.

I wondered if she had mentioned his appearance in her nightmare to him.

‘Would you like to hear it?’

‘Of course,’ I replied. ‘Do you mind if I don’t make notes?’

They both laughed. He settled back in his chair and began.

‘You are in my dream,’ he said, nodding to me. ‘We’re sailing, on board your beautiful boat. It’s a fine day and all is well. We are going to meet your mother.’ I must have looked surprised at this, for he said: ‘Yes indeed. That was very clear in the dream. You have to find her to tell her that you are well and that we three,’ he waved his hand at each of us, ‘are going to sail to Spain.’

‘You’re making this up,’ I said, laughing at him. A small voice of doubt in the back of my head wondered if he really was.

‘Indeed, I am not. Our friend here can’t have all the dreams you know.’

‘Am I there too then?’ she asked.

‘I think you are implied,’ he said. ‘But I can’t actually see you.’

His face darkened and he shifted his gaze out to the headlands of the harbour.

‘At this point the wind picks up and our boat is flung down the side of a huge wave. All we can do is hang on. You keep saying that you should have known that this would happen. Then the dream becomes hazy – my memory fails me. The next I remember we’re sailing amongst islands in a heavy fog. You are there now, madam,’ he nodded to her. ‘But we seem to have lost you, my dear,’ this was to me. ‘And we are lost. The sails flap in the fog and the boat moves as if something out of our control is guiding it. Land looms in and out of the mist and we hear voices around us, but see no one. However, each island seems familiar, as if we have reached our destination. Then as we draw closer I see that they are covered in thick jungle and surrounded by rocks. They are not the place we are looking for and we cannot land safely. So the boat moves on and I wonder when we’ll be allowed to rest. I’m feeling very, very tired.

‘Suddenly there is a huge explosion and we are flung into the air by a vortex of water spiralling into the sky. Then down we fall, into a whirlpool of white fog across the water. I try to catch you, to hold you, but my limbs are so heavy. They won’t move as I want them to and I keep slipping into sleep. You slide from my grasp and disappear beneath the water, silently. You do not cry out or scream as you go under. You just look at me, like I had made this all happen to you, as if it were my fault,’ he paused. ‘Then I awoke.’

She and I sat quietly, considering his words.

‘More nightmare than dream,’ I said, breaking the silence.

‘Yes, I suppose so, but throughout I felt quite divorced from what was happening, almost as if I was viewing it through someone else’s eyes.’

‘You remember quite a lot of it.’

‘Yes – that too is unusual, is it not? I actually thought I was awake as I dreamt it, or just on the edge of sleep. It was not until I awoke that I realised I had been asleep.’

‘Unusual for you. It is usually me with the crazy night-time imaginings,’ she said. ‘But I happily hand the mantle of resident lunatic to you.’

We were relieved to laugh.

‘Well, it didn’t sound like a pleasant dream, although I recognise some of the images from our conversations over the weekend,’ I said. ‘I’ve always thought that some terrible accident put you in that lifeboat; that some trauma took your memories – it’s the only logical solution. Perhaps the explosion is an inkling of reality starting to seep back?’
 
‘Possibly,’ he agreed. ‘How can we find out?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘What do you think of psychiatry?’

She looked away, her face inscrutable.

‘What are you thinking of?’ he asked me.

‘Would you consider seeing somebody? If I can arrange it.’

‘You could do that?’ he asked. ‘They would provide that service for us?’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ I said, knowing that my boss had already vetoed the expense, ‘but I can organise it. I’m thinking particularly of hypnotherapy – it was quite fashionable when I left England – something that can tap into your subconscious.’

He frowned. I thought he was going to reject the idea, but instead he said: ‘You spend a good deal of your own time trying to help us. We appreciate your kindness.’

‘I … I find your situation so unfair,’ I stammered.

‘I wouldn’t call our situation unfair,’ she said. ‘Unfortunate perhaps, even tragic. But unfair implies that there is a constant of fairness in this world and I think to believe that is to ask to be disappointed.’

‘Knowledge of oneself should never be confused with knowledge of one’s past,’ he said.

‘What do you mean?’ I asked.

He spread his hands on the table and examined each finger closely. ‘Well, can you tell me how you’d react if somebody asked you to steal?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ I said, a little taken aback, not sure what he was getting at. ‘I think so.’

‘But nobody ever has.’

‘No.’

‘Then how do you know?’

‘Because I know myself,’ I answered.

‘How do you know yourself?’

I thought a moment, wanting to say something more erudite than ‘I just know’, but before I could answer, he spoke again, pressing home his point.

‘Was your answer based on anything you’ve done in the past?’

‘No.’

‘So how do you know?’

‘I just know – I feel the answer in me, like an emotion.’

‘Ah ha,’ he said, waving his forefinger in a parody of victorious excitement. ‘And so do I.’ He leant back in his seat, wine glass in hand. ‘And though I can’t recall any external influences that may have contributed to making me the person I am, I know that I am that person.’

‘Do you think your dream is linked to past events?’ I asked.

‘Perhaps. You think they’re significant?’

‘I don’t know, but they’re all that’s accessible, except the here and now.’

‘What is wrong with the here and now?’ he asked.
 
‘Nothing,’ she replied, ‘to someone who knows their past and is secure in their future.’ She frowned. ‘How literal are they?’ she asked, almost to herself. I wondered if she now harboured doubts about the man, thanks to her recent dream.

‘I don’t know,’ I replied, rubbing my face, not wanting to make up things I couldn’t possibly know. ‘There are lots of islands to the north of us – you could have been there when the accident happened, hence the landscape of your dreams.’

‘But you were in his dream,’ she pointed out.

‘Which is just the present mixing with the past. Possibly. I don’t know, but a psychiatrist might.’

‘I’m not sure,’ she said. ‘I don’t like the idea of someone looking into my head.’

‘I don’t mind,’ said he. ‘If it were my foot that was broken I would see a foot doctor. My memory is broken, so send me to a memory doctor.’

When we finished the meal I called for the bill. It wasn’t late, but I had signed them out of the compound on the pretext of a meeting and nobody on the island worked that late. When the bill arrived he took it up immediately and pulled a large roll of cash from his trouser pocket. I could only stare.

‘Do you mind?’ he asked, waving the money at me. I shook my head, too surprised to remonstrate, and watched as he pulled out a few notes from the roll and tucked them beneath a wine glass.

‘Where did you get that?’ I blurted out. I couldn’t help myself. He pulled a wry face and tucked the money back into his pocket. She looked away, intent on watching the sea.

‘I won it,’ he said, looking at me with his lips pursed.
 
‘You won it?’

He nodded.

‘How?’

‘At cards.’

‘But who has that much money? The wardens?’

He did not want to tell me.

‘Tell her, you silly man,’ said the woman, turning back to him with a cross look. ‘She’s a friend.’

I waited, not taking my eyes off him.

‘I won it. At cards. In a bar. On the waterfront.’

‘You went out? With whom?’

‘I went out. Alone.’

‘But how? You’re not allowed.’

‘No. But I could not possibly stay in. I find I do not like to be locked in.’

‘How do you get out?’

‘I don’t think I should tell you.’

‘But if they find out you’ll be in so much trouble … they’ll … well I don’t know what they’ll do, but they might put you in jail and then I can’t help you. They’ll just assume you’re a criminal.’

‘I may be.’

‘Please, sir, don’t be flippant,’ I said, upset.

‘I’m sorry.’

I was worried. I couldn’t control this situation.

‘He has only been out a few times,’ she said, seeing my distress. ‘He finds locks easy to manipulate and there is only one lock on one of the back doors. It exits from a storeroom. The wall is nothing for a man of his height and strength. He means no harm,’ she said. ‘He is very careful. Please don’t worry. I do not go out; I stay behind, in case he is missed. I find I am very tired at night and prefer to sleep.’

‘But what if he is missed?’

They were both quiet.

‘Would you get into trouble?’ he asked, finally.

I shook my head.

‘Then it’s alright.’

He paused again, searching for the words.

‘I can’t be locked in. I don’t know why, but the idea that there is no way out drives me to distraction. I start to feel so …’ He made a ball with one fist and ground it into his stomach by way of explanation.

‘I want to punch walls and roar and I think that would upset people more. So I go out. I have a few drinks, play some cards, chat to people. I don’t make a fuss and I leave before I’ve won too much. I make sure I lose a bit too.’

She smiled at this.

‘I won’t get caught, I am very careful. But if you want me to stop I will, after all your care for us, I cannot upset you.’

I found I did not have it in me to deny him this small freedom.

‘Please be careful,’ was all I said.

On my return home after dinner, I found a note pinned to my front door. It was from the castaways, inviting me to dine with them that night. I smiled as I read it, glad I hadn’t disappointed them and pleased that we’d been thinking of the same thing. I folded the note carefully and tucked it away. It made me so happy to think that they’d sought out my company, that I forgot to worry about how they came to be at my door, unsupervised.
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DAY NINE

The office telephone sat on an empty desk, in a room inhabited by three secretaries and a typist.

Technology was not advanced in that country. People rarely used the telephone; overseas calls were only made on Christmas Day or if someone died. In such a small place everyone knew everybody else and word of mouth travelled far faster than a telephone.

I looked in the telephone book under ‘p’ for psychiatrist, just to be thorough, although I knew I’d find nothing. I was right. From there I went to ‘doctors’, a section of no more than twenty entries. There were no psychiatrists listed there either. I placed a call to the doctor who had originally examined my pair. He was not aware of any practising psychiatrists in residence on the island but suggested I try the nurses’ college, in case some form of psychological study was taught there. I wondered what happened to the mentally unbalanced. He said they were usually cared for by their families, the unluckier ones put into jail or hospitalised.

Tertiary study on the island was restricted to trade apprenticeships, the nearest university being some hundreds of miles away, in another country. Although the university attracted the brightest students, most returned home to work and raise families.

The secretary at the nurses’ college couldn’t help me either. She suggested I try the public library.

‘We have quite a good section of psychological reference books,’ the librarian said, walking me towards it. ‘My aunty got them in.’

‘Does she know about psychology?’ I asked hopefully, conscious of his hand on my elbow, steering me towards the shelves.

‘Oh no,’ he replied, with a laugh, ‘but she was friendly with a psychiatrist who retired here some years ago. He advised her what to get. We’ve had a few people borrow from this section – seems to be becoming quite fashionable.’

I scanned the shelves without really looking.

‘Retired here?’ I repeated, my interest caught.

‘Yes, he lives over the other side somewhere. Or lived. I haven’t seen him for over a year, but he used to pop in quite a bit when I was a trainee – just to see my aunty. I think they may be cousins of some sort, although he’s not an island man.’ He pulled two books from the shelf and passed them to me.
 
‘Would your aunt know how to contact him?’

‘I can ask her if you’d like; I’ll be seeing her this weekend.’

But that was too late.

‘I’m so sorry,’ I said, my voice pitching high. ‘I have a deadline. I really need to see someone this week. Tomorrow really.’

‘Oh, I see,’ he said. He fiddled with his tie, dark blue and grey striped today. ‘I’ll tell you what, she doesn’t live that far from here, so why don’t I pop in tonight?’

‘That is such a help,’ I said. On impulse I reached out and put my hand on his arm. ‘I can’t tell you how grateful I am. Thank you.’

‘Don’t mention it,’ he said. ‘It’s a pleasure to help you.’

I withdrew my hand and stepped aside, then dropped the books I held with a double bang that sounded explosive in the quiet of the library. The three other people in the room looked over at the noise. The librarian smiled and gave them a cheery wave.

‘A bit of a real-life detective story, isn’t it? What’s happening to them next week?’ he asked, as he picked up the books for me.

‘I don’t know.’

‘That must be worrying.’

‘Yes, very.’

‘Look,’ he said, speaking slowly as if the idea had just occurred to him, ‘why don’t you come with me? Tonight? Then you’ll have the information immediately. No delays.’

I felt a happy bubbling in my stomach. A moment later it was burst by the ever-vigilant bird of doubt swooping down from my brain, beak sharp with worries.

‘She won’t mind, a stranger?’

‘Oh no, she loves new friends. I’ve told her all about you and she can’t wait to meet you. It’ll be fine.’

I pretended that this didn’t surprise me.

‘But I’m sure it’s an imposition on you – you must have had plans for tonight?’

‘Nothing that can’t be changed.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘You’d be doing me a favour, really – my aunt says I don’t visit her enough. And she loves to show off her knowledge of the library. And if you don’t mind me as I am,’ he opened his arms wide to indicate his apparel, ‘then I would really enjoy your company for the evening.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Will you still need these books?’

I shook my head.

‘Look, it’s almost closing time. I think I’ll give myself an early mark, if you can wait, we’ll get going straightaway.’

*

A man with a cart full of flowers had set up on a street corner. The librarian stopped and bought two bunches of lilies, one white, the other a festival bunch of hot colours.

‘My aunty loves flowers,’ he commented. ‘Here, smell these.’

He held the white lilies to my nose; I inhaled slowly. It smelt of plenty, of richness and indulgence; I shivered lightly, enjoying the sensation.

‘That’s beautiful,’ I murmured.

‘Good,’ he said, ‘because they’re for you.’

He handed them to me with a smile.

‘I’ve never been given flowers before,’ I finally said.

‘Really?’

He beamed down at me. We stood there as I smelt the flowers. I was twenty-one and had been given my first flowers by a man. I didn’t know how to react other than to thank him, but this seemed enough. We continued on our way, but after a few steps I stopped again.

‘Wait here a moment,’ I said, and turned back to the flower vendor, feeling for my purse in my jacket pocket. I chose a small, round bunch of gardenias, and a bunch of lilac and rosemary tied with purple ribbon. The gardenia flower is delicate, easily bruised, but its scent has a confidence that is almost overpowering. The rosemary, too, belies its physical aspect; it is austere to look at, but generous with flavour and calming to the spirits.

The librarian looked at my little bouquets.

‘For the castaways,’ I explained. ‘Their rooms are so bare, and I know she would love gardenias; and he likes to cook, so these herbs are for him.’

I carried my bouquets proudly, ducking my head to sample each of their fragrances in turn. I thought of my garden and his promise to come and work in it. He would still be here on the weekend, I promised myself. We’d make a herb garden and then he’d cook us dinner with herbs from our garden.

We arrived at the aunty’s house. The lights were on and the door open, but before we could knock she was in the doorway, warmly inviting us in.

‘Hello, welcome,’ she said, with arms held wide, stepping aside to let us in. She gave her nephew a kiss on either cheek in greeting, and shook my hand. The house smelt of warm food. A radio played somewhere in another room.

‘For you, Aunty,’ he said, and gave her the bunch of coloured lilies.

‘You good boy,’ she replied, smiling a closed-lip smile that made her cheeks bulge out like a happy rabbit.

‘Now,’ she said to me, after she’d shooed us in to seats in a comfortable sitting room, ‘I think I have something you’ll be interested in.’

I smiled back, not sure what she was talking about. But it didn’t matter; she’d turned away and was busy at the bookshelves behind her.

‘Here,’ she said, turning back with a slim, dark blue book in her hand. ‘The biography’s in the front,’ she continued, opening the book for me as I held it. She pointed to a short paragraph. Then I realised what I was looking at: a biography of the castaway’s father. An Englishman, writing in Africa, whose death was by suicide.

This was his novel, the book that contained the words my castaway had thought written just for her. Would they have the power to recall what was lost within her head? I held the volume flat between my hands, like a prayer book for a missing friend.

‘Take that, dear, and see if it helps with your two,’ the aunty said, with her big cheek-curling smile. ‘Now, who’d like a drink?’

After I thanked her for the book, her nephew explained the real purpose of our visit. She confirmed that the psychiatrist still lived on the island, on a secluded bay in the east, about two hours’ ferry ride away. She gave me his telephone number and address.

We stayed about an hour, although I had the feeling we would have been welcome to stay longer.

The librarian walked me to the street.

‘I’ll be fine from here,’ I said, when it looked like he intended to walk me all the way home.

‘You can’t get home alone,’ he protested.

‘Yes I can – it’s quite safe.’

He could not argue with that.

‘Then at least let me find you a taxi,’ he said. ‘You have a lot to carry.’

‘I’ll be fine,’ I said, laughing, but not wanting to hurt his feelings. ‘You’ve done so much already, and my house is just up the hill. Anyway, your aunt expects you to stay for dinner and dinner’s ready.’

He looked back towards the house, regretfully.

‘Well, if you’re sure you’ll be alright?’

‘Quite sure.’

‘Alright then. Best of luck with everything then. Let me know what happens, won’t you?’

‘Of course. Thanks for the book … and the flowers.’

‘If it’s not inconvenient, I would enjoy meeting your castaways.’

I liked the idea. ‘I could bring them to the library. I’m sure that would be allowed.’

‘If you come at the end of the day we can take them out for a drink maybe?’

‘That would be nice,’ I said, and held out my hand. ‘Goodnight, and thanks again.’

He took my hand and held it in his own, leaning towards me.

‘Good night. I hope to see you soon.’

He let go of my hand, smiling as I turned and walked away. I had thought for a moment that he was going to kiss me. I was relieved when he didn’t. Was he just being kind and polite and wanted no more than to help? Was it vain of me to assume he had any other intentions? I wished I were going home to my old roommate, who would certainly know. Perhaps I would talk to the secretary again.

I looked down at the beautiful flowers I carried and inhaled their perfume. The night was comfortably cool, my walking brisk enough to keep me warm. I enjoyed the journey home, listening to the sounds of supper time emanating from the houses, nodding my greetings to the people sharing drinks on their verandahs as I stepped in and out of their light.

Tomorrow I would show her the book and maybe that would unlock her mind. But if it failed, I would ring the doctor and enlist his help. At last I was doing something.


THE DOCTOR

There were no white walls or bars or locks. She found pictures on the walls and comfortable chairs, gardens and books. Her room overlooked a field, dotted with black-faced sheep, coated or overcoated as the seasons dictated. Chickens clucked about the garden, scratching at peonies with no regard for the beauty of the blooms; patients were encouraged to collect the eggs. Patients were also encouraged to paint, dance and sing, take strenuous walks across the fields and help with the weeding. No one would guess there was a war going on.

In the first months she either thrashed or sank, finding herself out of her depth in life. When she thrashed they prescribed blue pills, when she sank they prescribed pink pills. They wanted her to talk, so she screamed; they wanted her to be quiet, so she stopped making any noise at all. But neither silence nor screaming helped dull the pain in her bones, in her blood, in her chest where her heart used to be.

She wondered if they realised her heart had stopped beating long ago, that she was no longer alive in the same way as them. She bared her chest, demanding that they listen to the silence. At first they humoured her, going through the motions of listening. They made her listen too, but she knew that the sound she heard through their stethoscope was a fantasy – it was not her heart. After a while they stopped placating her with the charade and gave her a blue pill. She lay still, willing her mind to go the way of her heart.

She preferred the silence. She would curl up around herself as if to contain the hurt. But it always grew too big, and so the screaming started.

A new doctor arrived, fresh from the fields of France. He had been patching and stitching broken bodies with little time to nurse their minds. He specialised in war wounds.

She arrived at her session expecting nothing – it was a pink pill day. He fed her tea and chocolate cake that he had baked himself, or so he said, and talked to her about his travels. She found herself looking forward to her next session, like anticipating afternoon tea with an old friend. She would go, if only to snub the nurses who tsk-tsked about unconventional methods and wasted rations.

This time he showed her watercolours of an island and something in the blue of the sky reminded her of Africa. She imagined a new world that she could inhabit and felt her heart beat again.

Many years later, as she struggled to keep his chin above the sucking sands of old wounds, she thought of the doctor. They needed a new world of their own where the pain of the past could not hunt them. The doctor would show him that it could be done.
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DAY TEN

I went straight to the compound; it was just eight o’clock and the front office was not open yet. I rang the night bell, clutching my briefcase in one hand, their flowers in the other, trying not to hope too much. A night watchman opened up for me, but left me to find my own way to the canteen, where the few inmates were at breakfast.

My couple sat in a far corner, eating white bread with jam and coffee. They stood when they saw me, the woman stepping forward with an embrace.

‘What a lovely surprise,’ she said, as he pulled another chair to the table. ‘Have you come for breakfast?’

‘No,’ I replied, taking the seat he offered. ‘I have something for you.’

I handed each their posy.

‘Oh,’ she exclaimed, holding the flowers to her nose. ‘They’re beautiful. I love the scent – what are these called?’

‘Gardenias,’ I said, pleased with her response. ‘And yours is rosemary – it’s a herb,’ I explained.

He too put the bouquet to his nose and inhaled.

‘Yes, indeed, this smell is familiar,’ he said. ‘Thank you, it is a lovely gift. I wonder if the cook here has ever heard of it?’

I was too anxious to show her the book to give more than a perfunctory laugh. The woman started to rise.

‘We must give them some water,’ she said. I put my hand on her arm to stop her leaving.

‘One moment – there’s another thing.’ She sat back down and waited quietly while I pulled my briefcase onto my lap and took out the book. I laid it on the table between them and sat back, slowly doing up the clasps on my case as I watched her face. Seeing me watch her so expectantly the woman took the book.

‘Do you recognise it?’ I asked.

She shook her head. I bent over to put the briefcase on the floor, hoping to disguise my disappointment. She pushed the book over to the man, who picked it up and turned the pages. He stopped and read the biography, then passed it back to the woman without a word, simply pointing to the lines of type.

‘I see,’ she said as she read. She turned a few more pages, to find the beginning of the story, and read some more. We waited quietly. At the second page she stopped and closed it. She said in a small, soft voice: ‘I’m sorry, I don’t remember; I don’t recognise it.’

The cheery mood induced by the flowers had dissipated like a crowd from a fiesta, who leave only discarded objects and damaged grass.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said again. She exchanged a look with the man.

‘So, this may be my father?’

‘Maybe,’ I replied. ‘But you don’t recognise it …’
 
‘And maybe it doesn’t matter that she doesn’t recognise it,’ he said, speaking for the first time as he took the book from her hands. She gave it up gratefully, as if it were a burden to her.
 
‘What do you mean?’ I asked.

‘Why would a book suddenly return her memory, when a mirror doesn’t?’

‘Yes,’ she said, sitting up straight. ‘Or the sight of our friend here. We were found in the same lifeboat, so we must have come from the same boat originally and we must know each other. In what capacity I do not know. But there is a connection and I feel it.’

Even as I acknowledged the logic of her argument, I thought of her dream where he was trying to kill her. Did it tell of a more sinister reason for his presence in the lifeboat? She had awoken to find him on board with her, but she did not know how he came to be there. However, I did not vocalise my doubts. ‘You don’t think it is something that has grown since you have been here?’ I asked instead.

‘No, I just don’t think I recognised it, or was prepared to recognise it, at first.’

They both drank from their coffee cups, smiling at each other. She reached out and put her hand over his. The book was forgotten. I slipped it back into the briefcase.

How could she forget her father’s words? Words that had seemed so important to her in her dream. Or had she simply made it all up?

I needed to know whether dreams could reveal reality. ‘I have another idea,’ I said. They both looked at me.

‘We never doubted you would have,’ said she, and put down her cup in order to give me her full attention.

I took a deep breath. ‘I’ve found a psychiatrist, someone who may be able to help us, you. With your permission I’d like to ask him to examine you and treat you, if he thinks he can.’

They looked at each other a moment, then he answered: ‘Of course you have our permission; please do whatever you think you need to. When?’

‘As soon as possible,’ I replied. I looked at my watch. It was after nine o’clock.

‘I’d better get to work,’ I said, rising quickly, realising I was going to be late again.

The woman rose and kissed me on the cheek.

‘We’ll stay here,’ she said, ‘until we hear from you.’ She gave him a stern look. ‘He’ll stay here, I promise.’ He nodded back.

I hurried to the office, hoping no one had noticed my absence. My boss’s office was empty.

I was filling out the telephone logbook when she came up behind me.

‘Anything I need to know about?’ she asked, peering over my shoulder.

I started, not having heard her approach. I moved aside so she could read my entry.

‘Do I need approval?’ I asked, with the nervousness she usually induced in me.

‘I don’t think so,’ she said and smiled quite warmly. ‘I think we can trust you.’

I smiled back.

‘A few entries I see? You’re not working yourself too hard over these two are you?’ she asked.

I was surprised by her question and her concern.

‘No, ma’am.’

‘Good. Don’t. All types wash up here and not all as lost as they seem. We can help, but we can’t perform miracles.’

I nodded, but she frowned at me.

‘Don’t step over the line. Don’t get personally involved. I’ve seen you out with them, and although your generosity is commendable, you should not be making any personal sacrifices. These two will have people of their own to do that for them; they don’t need you. You are a clever girl, but you’re young, easy to take advantage of. We don’t know who they are. Make some friends of your own.’

It was a long speech for her. I stared at my feet.

‘And if you get stuck, talk to me,’ she indicated with a jerk of her head to her office door. ‘I’m here to help.’

Lost for a reply, I nodded. There was a brief and uncomfortable pause as she stared at me.

‘How long have they been here?’ she asked. ‘Two weeks, is it?’

‘Ten days,’ I replied, looking up.

‘Ridiculous. I just don’t believe they remember nothing. Not even their names?’

‘No, ma’am.’

‘Good grief. What do you call them? Mister and Madam X?’

‘Sir and madam, ma’am.’

‘What a problem,’ she said to herself. ‘Well, I really don’t see why it should be this department’s problem. The deportation papers are ready so if there’s no progress by Monday I’ll hand them over to the police. You need to get on with something else.’

‘But what will the police do?’ I asked.

‘I don’t know – send them back where they came from, I guess.’

She smiled unconcernedly and left. Despite all the languages I spoke, I was lost for words to argue with her. I had to make something happen before Monday.

The psychiatrist’s number rang out twice. The operator offered to keep trying for me; I thanked her, put the receiver down and returned to my desk.

I don’t remember laying my head down upon my desk. I don’t remember falling asleep.

My body felt heavy, the noise of the typewriters drumming like rain on a roof, pressing me down.

I heard the telephone ring and tried to move my bones to answer it, remembering somewhere in my sleep-soaked brain that I was expecting a call and had to wake up.

‘Wake up. Wake up,’ a voice insisted, a hand on my shoulder shaking me. I sat up blinking, thinking I hadn’t been asleep at all.

‘Are you okay?’ asked one of the typists. ‘You’re needed down at security,’ she said. I blinked again. ‘It sounds urgent – they need you now.’

I fumbled my sleeve back to check my watch. I had been asleep for an hour.

‘They rang the message through so it must be important – you better get going.’

‘Yes, thanks,’ I said, running a hand over my hair. I rose unsteadily and left.

The security office was in another building on the waterfront, next door to customs. I walked quickly, wondering what the emergency could be. The impounded freighter was still tied up outside customs and a small crowd of sailors had gathered near the gangway. A new infringement perhaps; or maybe they were letting them go and needed me to advise them of the conditions of their release.

I found the chief of security waiting in the foyer, with the captain of the freighter, two police officers and a man I recognised as one of the sailors I’d interviewed the week before. When he saw me, the chief looked angry, but he simply nodded.

‘Right; we’ll walk,’ he said and started back the way I had just come. I fell in with them but said nothing. The atmosphere was grim. The policemen both carried batons and walked in step a pace behind the chief and the freighter captain, as if they were on parade. I walked behind them with the sailor. He gave me a smile of recognition.

‘What’s going on?’ I asked quietly, in his language.

‘We are going to make an arrest,’ he replied.

I said no more, until we passed the freighter.

‘Not one of your men?’ I whispered.

‘Oh no,’ he said, his eyes shining with excitement, ‘this is a big criminal, a wanted man.’

‘Who?’ I asked.

‘A pirate.’

‘A pirate? Who?’

‘I do not know his name, but I saw him last night and recognised him. I am assistant purser there,’ he jerked his head back towards the freighter we’d just passed. ‘Last stop we received a notice with the description of this most-wanted man. Then, we were attacked by him on our way here. I saw him at the far side of their boat as we fought with them. He was carrying something. Then I saw him jump. I thought he would have drowned, but then, you know what?’ He paused for dramatic effect. ‘I saw him last night, at a bar, just standing there, no worries, just like that.

‘So, I tell the purser, who tells the captain, who tells this man and here we are.’

I remained silent, impressed by the gravity of the situation. I looked at the batons the policemen carried and hoped they would be sufficient. I wondered why they were not armed with guns.

We turned in to the compound where my castaways were kept. If this man was so dangerous that he attacked commercial freighters, why was he being kept here? The chief had a word with the officer at the front desk, who gave him directions, then we set off down the hallway.

My familiarity with the building told me we were headed to the common room.

At the door to the common room, the chief motioned for the two police officers to enter first; we followed.

The policemen walked up to a table, but my view was obscured by the security chief. They said something, then I heard a voice I knew demand what they wanted. It was her, my castaway; she used English.

‘One moment,’ replied the chief, holding up his hand. He turned to the sailor and me, gesturing for us to step forward. I looked upon a familiar scene: my castaways, playing cards, my flowers in tumblers between them on the table. When she saw me she smiled and tried to stand, but one of the policemen put a hand on her shoulder and forced her back down in her seat. The second policeman stood beside the man, looking to the chief for instructions.

‘Is this the man you saw?’ asked the chief of the sailor. There was a long pause. I realised that they were all looking at me. The sailor touched me lightly on the arm.

‘Miss, what did he say, please?’ he asked.

I told him.

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘that is the man I saw last night and on the pirate ship that attacked our boat.’ He spoke as if announcing an important event.

As I translated his words I felt like I was taking one of the batons and delivering the blows myself. The woman looked at me.

‘What?’ was all she said, before the policeman shook her roughly and ordered her to be quiet. The man had been sitting, legs outstretched, as if relaxing in the sun, but at this he attempted to move to her defence.

‘Sit!’ roared the policeman, standing over him. He held up his baton, ready to strike.

‘No,’ I cried, stepping forward. ‘Don’t. She just wants to know what he said.’ I gave a translation and added: ‘Please don’t resist, please sit still; I am so sorry.’

The man looked away as if I were a stranger. She asked me: ‘What does he mean?’

‘They think you are pirates, that your friend is a pirate, and they have come to arrest him.’

I wondered why he did not protest. I wanted him to refute their accusations, to explain to them their mistake. I turned to the sailor, not wanting to believe what he said.

‘Are you sure? Are you sure this is the man you saw?’ He looked at me blankly, and shrugged, turning to his captain.

I repeated my question, louder this time, but still no one responded. Then the chief snapped at me: ‘Translate – what did you say?’

I realised I was speaking in English; I translated my words.

‘Yes, he looks like the man I saw on the deck. He jumped overboard, out of sight,’ the sailor said.

My throat tightened and I clenched my fists hard, feeling the nails bite into my palms. I could not fall apart; I was the only one who could speak for the castaways. I swallowed, took a deep breath and translated for the chief. Then I turned to the castaways and told them what the sailor had said. I was interrupted by the chief: ‘That’s good enough for me. Officers, arrest the man. The woman stays here for now.’

I translated, my voice working automatically as my eyes took in what happened next.

The officer standing beside my castaway hauled him to his feet. The second officer stepped towards him, handcuffs ready. He informed the castaway of the charges and the first officer tried to wrest his hands behind his back to cuff him. But when he saw the handcuffs, my castaway pulled himself free from the policeman’s hold, pushing him to the ground.

The second policeman raised his baton and charged, laying blows to the man’s arms and shoulders. I heard the woman scream, then she threw herself at the policeman, spitting like a cat. Her hands flailed at his face – he turned and pushed her away.

The chief stepped forward and grabbed the woman in a bear hug, pinning both her arms from behind. She screamed again, shaking her head and heaving her shoulders. The man fought his way towards her.

‘Leave her,’ he bellowed, reaching out a hand to grab the policeman’s wrist. He twisted the officer’s arm behind him then flung him away like a discarded coat. ‘Leave her alone.’

He reached out for the chief, two hands moving towards him like claws. A policeman lunged from behind.

‘Look out,’ I screamed and the man turned, putting up a hand to stop the blow, which smashed his arm away and landed on his forehead. He stood a moment, arms limp at his sides, then fell, almost gracefully.

The woman yelled, and broke free from the chief. She fell down on her knees beside the man.

‘No, no,’ she cried. ‘My darling, no.’

A policeman pulled her to her feet; the other rolled the man over and handcuffed him.

‘You’ve killed him, you bastards,’ screamed the woman, struggling with the officer who held her. Getting her hands free she flew at the chief who had stepped up to help. He fought her off while an officer came up behind and grabbed her again, cuffing her.

‘You don’t need to do that,’ I pleaded.

The chief turned to look at me. Two bright red streaks ran down his cheek, a drop of blood forming at the bottom of one.

‘Ask her who she is,’ he shouted at me.

‘But they don’t know,’ I protested.

‘Don’t give me that shit,’ he roared. ‘Ask the bitch.’

Shocked, I turned to her.

‘I’m so sorry, I have to ask you who you are.’

She was panting.

‘Have they killed him?’ she demanded, ignoring my question.

I turned to the officer who knelt over the man’s body and heard myself ask: ‘Is he dead?’

The officer shook his head.

‘No,’ I told her.

‘Do your job. Ask her who he is,’ ordered the chief.

The woman turned her face from me slowly and looked at the chief of security. Without waiting for me to translate the question, she said: ‘Tell him he is my husband.’

They took both the castaways away. The man was still unconscious. I tried to go with them, but the chief ordered me out, insisting I return to my office until called for.

The woman sobbed as they took him away in an ambulance, imploring them not to hurt him, and even as they pushed her into a police car she fought them. I called out to her to calm down. I tried to put a hand on her, but the chief pushed me aside.

‘Take her to the hospital too,’ he ordered the driver when they finally managed to get her in the car. ‘Radio ahead – we’ll need someone to sedate her. He turned to me. ‘Wait for me at your office – I want you to take statements.’

The chief told the captain and the sailor to follow him and they set off towards customs. I leant against a wall, feeling weak, confused, fearful. What had I done? What would they do to them?

I did not believe the sailor’s allegation, yet I did not think he was lying. He was mistaken, that was all, but no one would believe me, no one would believe the castaways.

I felt tired. Why had she lied to me? ‘My husband’?

I had to get back to my office and wait.

News of the arrests preceded me. I felt the glances and discreet looks of my colleagues as I reached the safety of my desk. I opened a file and took up a pen, seeing nothing and trying to feel less.

Within the hour a messenger arrived from the chief. Two statements to be translated, from the captain and the crewman. Included was a curt note advising me to remain on standby to record the castaways’ confessions.

I translated the statements. As I wrote, the strength of the words took hold and shook my confidence. A man had been seen on board the pirate ship, a man described as tall, with wild grey hair and a thick grey beard. A week later a man of the same description arrives on a lifeboat, claiming to have no memory of who he was.

I put down my pen unable to continue. Could I have been wrong about my castaways? I thought about the look upon her face when she told them he was her husband. The way he attacked the policeman. His skill on the sea. A man who admitted he could not be restrained.

All those little voices, those tiny doubts, that I had ignored, formed a chorus that howled at me in derision from the back rows of my conscience. With a slow-rising sick lurch, I realised everything I had been feeling was foolish, the ill-judged imaginings of an immature girl.

Since leaving the convent I had built for myself an image of self-sufficiency and scholarship, with no unnecessary emotional involvement. As I sat at my desk and stared into the mirror of me, this image cracked, leaving me looking at that seven-year old girl who would do anything to be loved.

‘There you are,’ said my boss, coming up behind me. ‘Are those the translations?’

‘Yes, ma’am,’ I said, lifting my head and quickly gathering the papers together.

She started towards her office, but stopped and turned back to look at me.

‘Are you alright?’ she asked.

‘Yes, ma’am, just a headache,’ I replied, and stood.

‘Look at me, please.’

I raised my eyes reluctantly to meet hers. She compressed her red lips together.

‘You look terrible,’ she said. ‘Come with me. Bring those.’

She lead the way to her office, closing the door behind us.

‘Sit down,’ she said. She sat in her chair and rummaged in a drawer, pulling out a small medicine bottle. She took four tablets from the bottle and held them out to me.

‘Here,’ she said. ‘You are to take two as soon as you get home. The other two are for later if you need them. Give me the translations.’

I took the tablets.

‘I haven’t typed them yet,’ I said.

‘Don’t worry, I’ll organise that. Now, you are to go home immediately.’ She held up her hand as I started to protest. ‘I don’t care what the chief of security says, you are under my jurisdiction and I am telling you to go home, take two tablets and go to bed. I will expect to see you here tomorrow in better shape.’

‘But what if I am needed – if the man regains consciousness?’

‘From what I hear neither will be regaining consciousness for some time. The doctors have sedated both suspects, for everyone’s safety. And for yours, I think you should be at home. Look at yourself – you are a mess. What kind of contribution can you make like that? But don’t worry,’ she said in a softer tone, rising and coming to my side. She lifted me gently and walked me to the door. ‘Security has dealt with pirates before – they know what to do. And I need to tell you that the chief of security is not pleased with the way you have handled this matter. I argued that it’s outside your level of experience and you should never have been given the problem in the first place, but he will want a good explanation of your conduct, believe me. So go home and get some rest – tomorrow is going to be a difficult day.’

I allowed myself to be led through the office to the front door, where she waved to a taxi.

‘I’m fine, I can walk.’

‘Take a taxi, please, I want to be sure you get there safely.’ She held the door open as I climbed in, then closed it and turned back to the office. I gave the driver directions and sat back with my eyes closed. I felt like I’d been dismissed, sent to await my punishment outside the headmistress’s office. My head hurt. I realised I’d left my briefcase at my desk.

I did as my boss ordered: took the two pills and went to bed. It was a relief to have someone tell me what to do. Curled up in bed I tried to block out all thoughts of the day’s happenings and my foreboding about the next. I was soon drowsy and the pain of my headache felt like it was coming from someone else’s head. Within minutes I was asleep.




PIRATES

In fear of foul weather they had moored the night before in a small cove unnamed on the map. Their destination was due south, less than a week away.

The pirates came in the early morning through mist, as if that white blanket had settled down on their command. As the figures floated silently across the shifting white floor towards them, she thought of Jesus.

Their leader was tall, bearded, with wild grey hair and a face weathered into harsh lines that read: I mean you harm. But he spoke their language so sweetly, like a brother. And as he stood beside her husband, like a brother he looked, so alike were the two. They accepted him as an unexpected member of their own tribe and lowered their guard. When he called out to them, they invited him in.

She offered him tea, but he wanted more. He took their boat and their freedom. Only when she begged and promised ransom, did he let them keep their lives.

Later, their own gullibility hurt the man more than the blows of the pirates. If he were poison, he thought bitterly, I would have drunk him.

He punched at the wall, forgetting that his hands were tied.

His cell lay below deck, in constant night. The damp boards groaned like sick men turning in their sleep and smelt like nightmares.

He did not sleep. His head was bowed. In the darkness he closed his eyes and concentrated on small things: her fingers fluttering over his skin, finding the Braille of his body. Standing at a bus stop, pulling out his handkerchief, surprised by the smell of geraniums and their petals falling from its folds, scattering to his feet. ‘I love you’ written across the white cloth. Her letters, love notes written on bus tickets, napkins, the torn corners of newspapers, slipped into his pocket to be found anytime. He thought: we will escape and I will marry her again, and those notes will be our confetti.

He thought of the small moments strung like glass beads across their lives. The days he had filled with small things while he waitedfor her to return to him. The tiny signs, precursors to her return, like ripples heralding a giant wave: the travel brochure she found in a London cafe, with his stamp-sized photograph, tour guide, African adventurer; a message pinned to the board at the office, that a woman had telephoned but left no name; the small plume of dust in the distance signalling the arrival of the jeep that carried her to him. The small chance that in this giant world she would ever find him again.

He thought of these slim chances, of tiny opportunity, the crack in the door of the world – all he needed to make good their escape.

And in the darkness, surrounded by small things, his body shrank and the ropes slipped from his wrists.

When he heard machine-gun fire, he knew his wait was over. The door of his cell gave easily enough, masked by the confusion on deck. He found her in the pirate captain’s cabin, that same grey-haired man he had welcomed aboard his own boat just days before. They were sitting side by side – like a couple. Before death, he looked into the eyes of his foe and thought: this man could be me.
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DAY ELEVEN

I slept a dreamless sleep, waking at dawn fully alert. The weight of the day before was still heavy upon me as I rose, fully dressed in the clothes I’d gone to bed in. I changed quickly and washed my face and teeth.

The face that looked back at me from the small bathroom mirror wore a cautious expression, thoughtful. I peered closer, tracing the line of my cheekbone to my eyes. My cheekbones protruded, no longer lost in the rounded cheeks of childhood. Tiny wrinkles were forming at the corners of my eyes. It was not the face of a child. I thought of our discussion that day on the boat and realised that the seven-year-old girl was gone; in her place was me, the person I had become. I gave that person a quick smile and walked out to the verandah.

A lone yacht made its way to sea, working slowly between the moorings with only a main set. My spirits lifted with the breeze.

Images from our day sailing returned to me: his delight to be on the water, the way he handled the boat, his gentle insistence that I not sail north alone. I thought of the breakfast he cooked for us, and his gardening. It occurred to me that these were not the actions of a villain, and no acting could disguise the lines of kindness that time had etched into his face.

I checked myself, looking for deception, looking for neediness, but found only a sense of outrage on their behalf. I didn’t know what had happened to them and I was prepared to consider that they were lying to me. But if they were, I wanted to confirm it for myself. Because, if they weren’t, I was the only one who could help them.

I dismissed my chorus of doubts before they could awaken and undermine me. I looked at myself in the mirror again, at that woman I had become, and nodded to her. I had faith in that me. I had learnt to rely on that me.

I walked quickly to the hospital. I didn’t expect to be allowed to see them. On the way I stole a few fresh flowers, still wet with dew. I wrapped them in my hanky, on which I scribbled a short note, sending them my love.

Their doors were locked and a policeman was on guard, although when I got there he sat enjoying a cup of coffee with the night nurse.

‘Can I see them?’ I asked, having identified myself as an officer from immigration.

‘No. He’s still unconscious and she’s sedated,’ said the nurse.

‘May I leave these flowers then?’ I asked, offering the bunch.

‘I don’t see why not; it’s up to him,’ she said, inclining her head towards the policeman, who gave them a cursory inspection and nodded.

‘You take them in to her,’ he said to the nurse.

He pushed a small bunch of keys across the desk.

‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ I said hurriedly, ‘the flowers are for the man.’

The policeman looked at me, pulling his mouth down at the corners. ‘Suit yourself,’ he said. ‘I’d better take them in though. And he can’t have a vase – nothing that could be used as a weapon.’

‘That’s all right. Thank you very much.’

He left to deliver the flowers. I didn’t wait around, anxious to avoid any questions from the nurse.

The office was empty when I arrived, my briefcase still beside the desk. On the walk from the hospital I decided to pursue the psychiatrist. If he could reach just a tiny part of their memories for them, a name, some clue as to why the man was aboard the pirate ship, I could convince the police that all was not as it seemed. It was the only option I could think of.

I rang the doctor’s number; I did not record my call in the logbook. I knew my boss would certainly veto any further investigation on my part.

This time the telephone was answered, by a woman claiming to be the housekeeper. She told me the doctor was out until late morning. She also said that he was retired and didn’t see patients anymore. I could write to him if it was an emergency, but I should not expect an answer. Then she hung up on me.

It was a setback, but I refused to allow it to upset me. Instead, I returned to my desk and resumed work. I saw my boss go in to her office; she looked my way, but said nothing. At about ten she left for a few minutes and I took the opportunity to call the doctor again. He still wasn’t in, so I left my details with the housekeeper, trying to sound as official as possible, requesting he return my call. I went back to my desk to wait.

Over the next two hours the telephone rang twice, but neither call was for me. I watched the clock, worried that I might be called to the police station to take statements from the castaways, and that then they would be placed in jail. My stomach had started to ache also, just small, intermittent twinges, but I knew it heralded a storm.

By the time my boss left for lunch at twelve I could wait no longer. I rang the doctor’s number again; the housekeeper answered: ‘Yes?’

‘It’s me – from immigration – I called earlier today. Please tell the doctor I’m coming to see him.’

‘But, I’m afraid—’

‘I’m sorry, it is an emergency. I will be there on the next ferry.’ I hung up.

I put the necessary files in my briefcase and left without a word to anyone. I knew I was taking a risk but reasoned that they could do nothing without me, the interpreter. I also knew that if I was wrong I would lose my job.

As I hurried from the building I could feel a storm coming.

The ferry trip took two hours, past bays and promontories I had never seen before. Normally the novelty of the passing landscape would have held my attention, but that day I barely noticed it; my eyes were everywhere, but took in nothing as I sat in the shade of the boat’s small awning.

My fellow passengers were few: a woman with shopping and two men who appeared to be farm labourers. The men disembarked first, met at the stop by a farmer in an old truck, loaded high with bales of hay. The woman alighted some stops on, seemingly in the middle of nowhere; I could see no houses and there was no one there to meet her. She paused a moment on the end of the slight wooden jetty to pull her straw hat down firmly onto her head, then heaved her bags from the ground and set off up a dusty roadway. The ferryman tooted as he pulled away, out into the bay. My stop was still an hour away.

It was a glorious afternoon to be on the water, sunny and calm. Ominously calm, by the feeling in the pit of my stomach, but the ferryman seemed unconcerned as he whistled quietly to himself at the helm. We didn’t speak. I spent my time running through possible conversations in my head, to convince the psychiatrist that he should help me. Any fee he demanded I would pay myself.

My boss’s words came back to me, and I realised why I disagreed with her. I believed I was doing what any caring person would, but not from neediness or loneliness or lack of friends my own age – from empathy. She had no idea what it felt like to be so alone.

The ferry puttered on, its lulling metronome occasionally punctuated by the calls of seabirds wheeling overhead. My mind drifted across the sunlit water to the treetops shimmering on the hillsides, thick and green. We passed deserted jetties lurking in quiet bays. I wondered what sort of man lived so far from the people whose minds were his business.

I imagined a tweed jacket with leather elbow patches, and a pipe, even though this was an old-fashioned image. At university the psychology crowd were the wildest; the age of psychedelic exploration had started, although I knew that such philosophies would not be given much credence in this quiet country.

We reached my stop just before three; it was the last on the ferry’s route. The sun hung heavy and ripe above the horizon, spreading light across the surface of the sea like golden oil.

As the jetty loomed into sight I felt apprehension beneath my bravado. The isolation of the bay did not speak of a person who welcomed strangers dropping in. It was impulsive, and possibly foolish, to force myself upon a man who so obviously sought seclusion. I’d been given no invitation and no encouragement. I gripped my briefcase tightly and disembarked, my step showing more determination than I felt.

Standing on the jetty, listening to the ferry motoring away, I realised I had no idea how to find this doctor. One lone road crooked like a dusty finger between the hills, which were covered in lush foliage that glowed with the thick lustre of a wet oil painting.

I stepped out on the road, as the ferry rounded the headland and disappeared. The scuffing of my shoes on the sandy gravel was now the only sound in the empty bay, apart from the ever-present ocean.

After half a mile I began to worry, so deserted was my location. But I kept going, trusting that the librarian’s aunt had not mistaken the address. My anxiety drove me; in leaving the office without permission I had disobeyed both the chief of security and my boss and placed my employment in jeopardy. I could not return empty handed now.

The road narrowed to a cart track, tall weeds marching in a line down the middle. The trees closed in overhead, forming a canopy that dimmed the light of the already receding sun. I carefully placed my briefcase down on a clear patch of grass and wiped the hair from my damp brow. I was dressed for the office: dark knee-length skirt, white blouse buttoned at the wrist and neck, and a short, formal jacket with contrasting white stitching. I removed my jacket and undid one of my shirt buttons, flapping the front to cool myself.

Suddenly, a small black goat scampered around the bend, giving tiny leaps, in a way that would have seemed cute or comical to anyone not scared of goats. I shrieked and grabbed my briefcase, holding it up like a shield. The goat skidded to a halt and lowered its tiny horns in a manner I found quite threatening. We stood, face to face, either side of the track, me with my briefcase, the goat with its horns. As the horns looked more capable of doing damage, I backed away slowly. The goat followed.

‘Shoo! Shoo!’ I said lamely, thrusting my case towards it as one might swish at a fly. The goat half-reared and shook its horns at me. I leapt back in fright; my foot found a hole in the bank and I fell, with a terrified squeal, legs in the air.

Then the nightmare got worse. I looked up from where I lay, case still clutched to my chest, as the air about my head became a mass of goats, crashing and surging in a devilish tide about me. I curled into a ball, sure I was about to be flayed by a dozen tiny hooves. The thick smell of unwashed animal choked me and a cacophony of bleating battered my ears. I lay there, wishing for the good sense to faint when I heard a barking, and the sea of goats parted to reveal a shaggy black-and-white dog. I was only slightly less scared of dogs, but fortunately this one seemed my saviour, driving the goats away, stopping only for a cursory sniff of my quivering body. Released from the goaty forest, I could see the trees again.

‘Hello there!’ called a voice.

I peered up through my dishevelled hair and saw a man in a big straw hat carrying a rough walking stick.

‘I see you’ve met the goats,’ he called cheerily. I scrambled to my feet, ignoring his helping hand and scurried away as fast as I could, putting the goat herd firmly between his flock and me. He sang out to the dog and it ran off, driving the herd back around the bend, whence they had come.

‘I take it you’re not a goat person?’ he asked, with an amused smile. I didn’t reply.

‘We were coming to meet you, but were delayed,’ he said. ‘You telephoned earlier today?’ he continued, starting to speak a little slower and looking at me intently. ‘And spoke to my housekeeper?’

I nodded. There was no tweed jacket and definitely no elbow patches. The doctor wore old cord trousers, pulled up into cuffs at the ankles, revealing sandal-shod feet. Where I had imagined tweed, he wore a T-shirt. He looked to be in his late fifties, his hair cut very short. An entwining tattoo decorated his left forearm. His eyes were a light blue, and at that moment twinkled in an amused and friendly way; at least he was more welcoming than his housekeeper. He looked like a souvenir from some strange, exotic land and not at all what I expected. And then there were the goats. I wished I had not come.

‘Very pleased to meet you,’ he said, ignoring my silence. He held out his hand to shake mine. In those days it was not customary to shake hands with a female and his gesture warmed me to him. I managed a smile.

‘Very good,’ he said jogging my arm up and down vigorously. ‘Now, shall we follow the herd?’

We walked in silence, the doctor taking the occasional swipe at the weeds with his stick. As we rounded the bend the track opened up into a grassy paddock, bordered by hills, with a fence and open gate to the left. Beyond the gate the dog waited, keeping an eye on the herd of goats, now grazing peacefully. The doctor gave a fluting whistle, which sent the dog off with a bark, driving the goats through the gate and then up a steep tree-lined track. The goats knew the routine, trotting docilely in front of their keeper.

‘But I don’t suppose you came about the goats,’ said the doctor, carrying on from his first remarks to me as if the conversation had never stopped. ‘My housekeeper tells me you’re from immigration.’

‘Yes. I hope you don’t mind me arriving this way?’
 
He stopped for a moment, looking at me seriously.
 
‘But there’s no other way to come.’

I didn’t know what to say, not sure if he was serious.

‘But you’re an immigrant yourself,’ he continued, smiling so benignly I still couldn’t tell if he’d been joking. We walked up the hill after the goats.

‘English?’ he asked.

‘Yes.’

‘Your accent is excellent.’

‘Thank you.’

‘We are fellow countrymen. How did you find me?’

‘Through the library.’

‘Ah yes, of course. Why did you find me?’ he stopped again and looked me up and down. ‘No, don’t say. You’ve come this far, let’s wait until we get to the house and then you can tell me all about it.’

We came upon the goats again, milling about a shady yard, nibbling the remains of scattered hay. The dog waited at the yard gate, wagging its tail.

‘Good girl,’ he said, dropping a pat onto the animal’s back and, to my relief, closing the gate on the goats.

The dog shook her head with satisfaction and sauntered off ahead of us, through a lush garden towards a house fifty yards away. There was an orchard to the left of the house, disappearing down the hillside to the bay; I could hear the soft sounds of the sea. To our right was a vegetable patch, well ordered, but decorated with a profusion of colourful mobiles, swinging from tree branches and swirling atop totem-style posts. Light ricocheted off dangling mirror pieces and metal sculptures, giving the garden a watery feel. One tree was completely festooned with blue ribbons fluttering like exotic plumage. The colours and the dancing light reminded me of a coral reef.

‘Welcome,’ he announced, holding open a gate in the fence that encircled the house and garden. I was pleased that it looked quite goat-proof.

‘And again, welcome,’ he said, ushering me through the front door of the house.

He lead me down a hallway, decorated on every surface with wooden masks, featuring bared teeth, bones and staring eyes. The images were at odds with the comfortable smell of baking that sweetened the air, and I found myself weaving through the passageway, loathe to touch any of the pieces.

‘Through here,’ he said, leading me to double doors, ‘we should be comfortable.’

Glad to be out of the hallway I entered the room quickly. Before me was the ocean, so close it was as if the room had been built upon a towering jetty, hung between sea and sky, commanding a 180-degree view of a horseshoeshaped bay.

I walked slowly to the windows, which ran from floor to ceiling, and looked down. The room jutted out like a verandah perched over the boulders of a cliff that dropped to a deep, clear bay. Even from this height I could see the rocks on the ocean floor.

‘Do you like sailing?’ the doctor asked, standing beside me. It was not such an unusual question – half the population of the island were sailors of some description.

‘I do.’

‘I do not. However, I admire what I don’t understand. This bay is very sheltered, but one has a marvellous view of storms passing beyond the headlands.’

The knots in my stomach had intensified.

‘There’s a storm coming,’ I said. He reached out to tap at the glass of a wall barometer. The needle didn’t move.

‘It won’t register yet,’ I said. ‘Probably tomorrow afternoon. It will be a big one.’

He looked interested, but did not comment, instead gesturing to a couple of comfortable-looking leather armchairs.

‘Please, take a seat,’ he said. I chose the nearest chair and sat.

‘Now, how can I help you? I can’t imagine you came to buy a goat – but you know I don’t practise anymore?’
 
‘Yes. Your housekeeper told me.’

‘And you came anyway; an official request?’

‘No,’ I said.

He sat back, clasping his hands about one knee. There was a great energy about him, even in repose. I wished he were wearing tweed.

‘I am an interpreter. For the government. Mostly I handle lost fishermen, seamen with incorrect papers, that sort of thing,’ I paused. ‘But at the moment I have a case which is different. A couple were found adrift in a lifeboat, in our waters, just over a week ago.’

‘Shipwrecked?’

‘We don’t know. They have no memory of how they got there. Or of who they are.’

His face registered his interest and surprise.

‘But they dream. Quite powerful, narrative dreams, which has lead me to believe, hope, that their memories are not irretrievably lost.’

I took a deep breath. ‘I need you to help me.’

‘That’s all?’ he asked. I nodded. He eased himself forward in his chair.

‘How am I to help you? I don’t practise anymore.’
 
‘But if you did, could you help them?’

‘Possibly,’ he said, clasping his hands together in front of him. ‘Dissociative amnesia. Not common in such an extreme form, but not unheard of. You say they both have it?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you say a couple? A man and a woman, I assume? Husband and wife? They know each other?’

‘They don’t know each other. Or they don’t remember each other, but we surmise that they must have known each other to end up in the same predicament.’

‘Indeed. But that they both suffer the same condition is rare, and I would venture, almost unbelievable.’

He stood and walked to the window, hands clasped in front of him. Although his garments had not changed, in this stance I could imagine him as the learned professional I required.

He turned to me. ‘You’ve come out of your way to see me and all I can say is what I would have told you on the telephone: I don’t practise anymore.’

I felt myself becoming angry, just a small flame licking around the edges of a damp log.

‘But you are the only person in this country who can,’ I said, keeping my voice even.

‘Am I? How so?’

‘You are the only psychiatrist, sir.’

‘An honour indeed; but why a psychiatrist?’

I had the feeling that the doctor was testing me. I shifted forward in my seat as I searched for the words to respond. He waited quietly; I could hear the sound of the surf below and the birds in the garden. Somewhere in the house a door closed with a distant clunk.

‘Because who they are is still in their brains somewhere – it has to be. People’s sense of “self” can’t just evaporate.

‘And that’s what you do, isn’t it? You fix what’s in people’s heads.’

He smiled at my description.

‘Did – that’s what I did. And psychiatrists don’t “fix”. We treat and hope that what we do has a positive effect. It’s all anyone can do. And I don’t do either anymore.’

‘But we need you – they need you. There is no one else,’ I said.

‘My dear, there is always someone else.’

‘Not here, not on this island.’

‘Then I’m sure you will find someone elsewhere – it is not unheard of. Look at you for instance; they imported you.’

I closed my eyes to cover the surge of desperation that threatened to burst my composure.

‘No,’ I said, looking up. ‘They won’t.’

I groaned softly and looked down at my hands, limp in my lap.

‘Why won’t they?’ asked the doctor gently, sitting down.

I looked up. ‘Because they’ve arrested them. They think that they’re criminals, pirates, and they’ve arrested them. There was a fight, he was injured, they’re both in hospital unconscious. I think they’ve done nothing but they can’t defend themselves because they don’t know who they are.

‘But I think they’re not criminals, and only someone who can get into their brains can help me, I need you to help me, please,’ I finished. A tear trickled slowly down my cheek.

The doctor was silent.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said, ‘this is very silly.’

‘Not at all,’ he said.

For want of a hanky I wiped my eyes on my hand. I looked up through the windows, following the flight of a seabird across the bay. The doctor rose and, for a moment, I thought he was coming to embrace me, but instead he moved to the door, calling to someone I couldn’t see.

‘We’re ready for coffee now, please.’

He resumed his seat and sat waiting quietly. A woman, presumably the housekeeper, arrived carrying a tray, which she placed on the side table nearest the doctor.

‘Thank you,’ he said. She nodded and left the room without glancing at me.

‘Cake?’

Two large slices of chocolate cake sat with a jug of coffee.

‘Thank you.’

The coffee was hot, warming me all the way down on my first gulp. I began to feel better.

‘No memories at all?’ he asked, continuing as if nothing had happened in between. ‘Quite a mystery, it would seem.’

I waited for him to continue, afraid of saying the wrong thing. He took a sip of his coffee.

‘How old are they?’

‘Very old. About sixty, I would say, maybe a little younger,’ I replied, not understanding why it was relevant.
 
He gave a short laugh. ‘Ancient, indeed.’

‘Not an age to be lost at sea,’ I said tersely, resenting his amusement.

‘No, no, of course not. What language do they speak?’

‘A few. I think she is originally English. He is harder to place, maybe Spanish, which he speaks fluently.’

‘How’s the cake?’

‘Oh, lovely.’

‘My own recipe – I’ll give you a copy before you go. I like to bake. It’s one of the things I do well. Psychiatry was one of the things I did not do well.’

‘Is that why you retired?’

‘Oh, I haven’t retired.’

‘But your housekeeper said you were retired.’

‘I just don’t practise psychiatry.’

‘Why not?’ I asked, knowing it was none of my business, but wanting him to give me a good reason why he wouldn’t help. I expected a short, polite rebuff.

Instead, he took a mouthful of cake and chewed slowly, staring at the remains of the slice in his hand as if reading his reply within its crumbs.

‘Escape,’ he said, ‘and disillusionment. A young man’s ideals shattered, that sort of thing. I was once young too, you know? Hard to believe I am sure.’

I blushed, although I knew he was only making fun.
 
‘Unlike many of my peers, I survived the war. Out of gratitude I thought I should help remedy some of the ills left in its aftermath – psychologically speaking. But I found that very little I did helped, so I came to the conclusion that I was not a good psychiatrist.

‘I had no stomach for electro-therapy or lysergic-acid treatment or insulin-induced sleep therapy – all the new treatments embraced by my peers. To me, it seemed to do more harm than good – not very modern of me.’

‘And you came here?’

‘No. I took a position in an old-fashioned clinic for the rich and traumatised, where I made a great deal of money. And then I came here.’

He looked at my downcast face. ‘Sorry to disappoint you.’

I swallowed the last of my cake and said: ‘You can’t have been that bad.’

‘Maybe not, but I felt I was.’

‘What did your patients think?’

‘I didn’t ask them. More coffee?’

‘No thank you.’

He put his mug and plate back on the tray.

‘So I don’t know if I can help you.’

‘Do you think they can be helped?’

‘Oh, yes, undoubtedly.’

He stood, holding out his hand for my crockery, which he stacked neatly with his own.

‘Let us assume,’ he said, as he stacked, ‘that something has happened. Something bad, which one can safely assume, as they were found in a lifeboat. Probably the sinking of their own vessel, because few people set out to sea in a lifeboat without a very good reason.

‘This bad thing was traumatic – bad things usually are. But let’s say that it was so traumatic that they have both blocked the memory. This is not uncommon; it happening to both people, however, is. But the memory is only blocked, not removed. It can be – could be recovered with therapy. It takes some time though.’

‘Could you do it?’

‘I was trained to.’

‘Would you?’

‘I haven’t practised for almost ten years. I could do more harm than good.’

‘They have nothing to lose.’

‘Wrong,’ he said, frowning, ‘they have everything to lose. Can you imagine something so terrible that it makes you want to forget who you are?

‘Imagine what might be the result if I attempt to retrieve this experience for them and I mishandle it. It could send them further from help, irretrievably.’

‘You are my only chance.’

‘You’re very direct. And who are you to take this risk for them? You are not their family,’ he said.

‘No. But I’m all they have.

‘What are they to you? You have a family of your own – leave these people in peace.’

‘I have no family – my father was killed in the war and my mother gave me away. And these castaways are not in peace. They are handcuffed to their beds, under arrest in a strange land. It was entrusted to me to find out who they are, and I mean to do it, properly.’

He sat down, like he was deflating. ‘I see; another casualty,’ he said, as he smiled at me with sad eyes.

‘But I’m lucky compared with these two. I know my name. I know where I come from and I’m confident that there is no one looking for me; no one whose life has been devastated by my disappearance. But if I thought for one moment that my father was alive, or that my mother was looking for me, I would do anything to find them. So I think it’s a risk I’m qualified to take.

‘Will you help me?’ I asked.

He stared out at his beautiful view and continued as if I had not spoken.

‘I saw so many cases like yours, after the war, people I couldn’t help, who’d lost loved ones I couldn’t bring back from the dead.’

‘Will you help me?’

‘You don’t give up easily, do you?’ he said, smiling. ‘Yes, I’ll help you.’

‘Thank you, doctor.’

I stood, holding out my hand. He took it and squeezed it firmly.

‘Now,’ he said briskly, his expression lightening. ‘Do you realise there’s no return ferry tonight?’

My expression of dismay made him laugh.

‘But don’t worry,’ he assured me. ‘I have a very comfortable guest room. You are welcome to stay the night – you’ll be well looked after.’

‘But I must get back – no one knows I’m here,’ I said, a slight note of panic in my voice, which he misconstrued.

‘Is that a problem? Please use the telephone and ring someone. And my housekeeper can stay here overnight, so you’ll be well chaperoned.’

‘Oh no, it’s not that,’ I said, although I did feel uncomfortable at the idea of staying with a strange man, even if he was a doctor. And no one would be at the office now to take my call, so telephoning would be useless. ‘I haven’t brought anything: clothes … a toothbrush—’

‘That’s fine,’ he interrupted. ‘I have everything. As coincidence would have it, I’m expecting a visitor any day now. The guestroom is ready and I took the precaution of getting in a few necessities, in case hers are worse for wear after the voyage. You can use those. And, if you will graciously accept my hospitality for this evening, I’ll come with you tomorrow to meet your castaways.’

‘Really?’

‘Really. It sounds like we should get started straight away.’

‘That would be wonderful. Thank you so much.’
 
‘You gave me very little choice, but don’t mention it. Now, if you will be so good as to follow me, I will show you to your room.’

The guestroom overlooked the bay. I sat on the bed, watching the swell break and dabble about the rocks at the foot of the cliff. An empty buoy bobbed in the water, fifty feet out. My view was fringed by the green of an immense fig tree, planted far too close to the house. I marvelled at its tenacity, seeming to grow out of the bare rock of the cliff top. Snug sounds of nesting birds floated in with the sea air, as dusk leant towards night.

In twenty-one years of life I had never been a guest in the home of a friend, or stranger, but there I was, invited by an interesting man, in a beautiful house by the sea.

The dark of evening spread out behind the moon, which rose into the night sky. In their rooms my castaways lay and waited.

I slipped my hand into my briefcase and retrieved the note she’d written to me the day before. I unfolded it carefully and read it again:

Dearest child, Please dine with us tonight, as our guest. We have missed you today. All our love, Yourfriends

I stared at the woman’s distinctive, curling longhand, velvet black against the plain white office paper which had a luminous quality in the dwindling light. I held it briefly to my cheek, before refolding it carefully and slipping it into the pocket of my jacket. Tonight I would carry it with me for luck.

*

He set the dinner table on a verandah overlooking the garden.

‘I usually eat out here, weather permitting,’ said the doctor, holding out a chair for me. ‘I’m a land lover, as I explained. For me, food and the restless ocean do not mix. Also, I like to view the garden from where the food has come.’ He smiled and waved his hand with a flourish towards the vegetable patch.

‘Why do you live so close to the ocean then?’

‘I love the horizon, the emptiness, the storms. I am a voyeur of adventure from the safety of my analyst’s chair. I take a perverse satisfaction in being up here, safe from it all.’

‘The house is very close to the cliff,’ I said, wondering how safe he actually was. Surely one big storm would be all it took to topple it from its eyrie.

‘And has been for many years before I was here and, I hope, will still be for many years after.’

He poured some wine from a decanter.

‘Here’s to our project,’ he said, raising his glass in a toast. I clinked, although I baulked at his choice of words, but attributed it to professional detachment.

‘Do you like music?’ he asked.

‘I do,’ I replied, ‘though I have little experience of it.’
 
‘But you must have a good ear, given your skill with languages. Let me play you something.’

He disappeared into the house without waiting for an answer. I sat, sipping my wine, the garden quiet in my expectation. As I waited, I heard the ever-present sound of the sea, slipping softly past the house with the evening breeze, permeating the air about me. The first notes of music arrived on that same breeze, entwined with the sea sounds like a disturbance in the undercurrent too soft to notice. Then the notes rose like the tide, washing over me, swelling into waves. I closed my eyes and leant back in my chair, feeling each rushing chord pass through my body.

‘Beautiful, isn’t it,’ the doctor said as he resumed his seat quietly.

‘What’s it called?’

‘The Mouldau, by a composer called Smetana. You’ve never heard of him?’

‘No.’

‘There was no music in your education?’

‘Church music,’ I replied, pulling my mouth down.

The housekeeper arrived and served dinner. The doctor seemed to have an informal relationship with his staff. She and her husband lived in a cottage nearby, he told me, but she had agreed to stay at the doctor’s house for the night.

Dinner was a simple meal of fish and vegetables, traditional to the island. He apologised for not serving goat.

‘We serve a lovely goat casserole, given notice. However, I can promise you some fine home-made goat cheese later.’

‘You breed your goats for meat?’ I asked, relieved to be missing out. I was no less suspicious of goats when dead.

‘Oh no,’ he replied, shaking his head. ‘I’ll occasionally trade one with a neighbour, but my goats are for milk.’

He felt some explanation was due: ‘I can’t stomach the killing part, you see. But for special occasions, visitors and such, we will slaughter a beast. I’ve prepared one for my guest, whenever she arrives.’

‘When do you expect her?’

‘Any day this month. She’s sailing here, so it’s hard to say.’

‘Where’s she coming from?’

‘I don’t know,’ he said, laughing to himself. ‘She didn’t say. I suppose it sounds odd, but she was always that way.’

‘An old friend?’ I asked, smiling politely but wondering at such a casual arrangement.

‘She was a patient of mine. I’ve heard nothing from her since I left the clinic.’

‘She knows you’ve retired?’

‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Not that it would make any difference to this woman, she’s used to getting her own way.’

‘Oh,’ I said, thinking that she sounded like rather an unpleasant houseguest.

‘But charming,’ he said, catching my sour intonation and smiling. ‘And very interesting.’

‘Really?’

‘She had a tragic life. I treated her for quite a common condition caused by hormone imbalance after childbirth. That, and the trauma of losing her husband and her child to the war. She was regarded, unjustly, as psychologically unbalanced. We know so much more about such matters now.’

‘A quite common condition?’ I asked, thinking of my own mother.

‘Yes. Luckily for her, she was wealthy enough to afford my clinic. So many other women with her problem were confined in public asylums, often against their will.’

‘You must have helped this woman; if she’s coming to see you again.’

‘Thank you, you’re very kind. But her letter was a surprise, although it’s typical of her contrariness that she’d choose me, whether I’d helped her or not.’

‘You must have done something right; it can’t be such a surprise.’

‘It was, or is. But so are you, and a very pleasant one. So let’s drink to unexpected surprises.’

‘This fish is delicious,’ I said, to cover my embarrassment.

‘Thank you.’

‘Where is your family?’ I asked after a pause.

‘Let’s see … I have some distant cousins here – you met one of them at the library. My parents died eleven years ago, and I lost my brother to the war. I think that’s all.’ His tone was light-hearted but it gave the impression that he would prefer not to answer questions on the subject.

‘You never married?’

‘You are very nosy for someone of your youth,’ he answered, but took the sting from his words by smiling.

‘I beg your pardon.’

‘I was married, but, yet again, it was a casualty of war.’

‘She was killed?’

‘No, it was more like I was.’ He gave a short dry laugh. ‘If you speak to anyone who survived, you’ll find that there was damage done that can’t be measured in injuries or repaired with stitches.

‘I worked very hard when I returned; I hoped to do good, to save someone. During the war I’d been in active service as a medical doctor and had managed to save some. I thought I could do the same with the injuries to people’s minds. This seemed of paramount importance to me, like a calling if you will, more important than my marriage. My wife left and I wondered what I had been fighting for. That was the beginning of the end for my work as a psychiatrist.’

‘Oh, how sad,’ I said, quite sorry for this man and all he’d lost.

‘Don’t feel sorry for me. I fell into the classic trap of psychiatry: trying to avoid my own problems by fixing the problems of others. But I see you have your briefcase here. Have you any material you want me to look at?’

He stood and moved some dishes out of my way while I lifted my briefcase onto the table. I took out the files, and the novel the librarian’s aunt had given me. He accepted the papers I handed to him, then reached for the book.

‘You know this author?’ he asked.

‘No,’ I replied, looking up from where I was flipping through pages, ‘not really. But we think he may be the female castaway’s father.’

The doctor looked at me, his mouth slightly opened, as if he were frozen mid-sentence.

‘Oh my god,’ he said quietly.

I stopped and frowned.

‘I’m sorry?’ I said.

He shook his head.

‘What is it?’ I asked.

‘This book,’ said the doctor. ‘I know this book, I own a copy. It was written by the father of my friend – the friend who is sailing here to see me – the friend who has not turned up yet. It’s her.’

‘Your friend … you know her?’

He nodded.

‘She is a small woman?’ I asked. ‘Fine, but strong, with wild, wild hair and big eyes, green, heavy lidded.’

‘Yes,’ he said, smiling broadly.

‘Her hands, they’re fine, with long fingers, which she uses when she speaks, like a sculptor uses tools. And she speaks quickly, but melodiously, with a voice too big to come from such a tiny frame. And when she sits, she draws her legs up, so,’ I said, demonstrating.

‘Yes,’ he cried with satisfaction. ‘My friend is your castaway.’

The doctor sat down carefully, as if afraid he might fall. He ran his hand across his hair.

‘My goodness,’ he whispered. ‘Just imagine.’

Then he leapt from his seat and moved quickly towards me, hands outstretched.

‘This is amazing,’ he said and embraced me. I rose to meet him and returned his embrace with heartfelt joy.

‘Where is she – tell me again?’ he asked, resuming his seat. ‘But please, take your time; tell me when you are ready. Here, drink some water.’

He poured me a glass and pushed it across the table. I gulped a few mouthfuls, spilling some down my shirtfront.

‘Oh!’ I laughed and flicked the water away. Then frowned, remembering how I had left them. ‘They’re being held in custody, in hospital last I saw. Both are under arrest. He is still unconscious. I fear for what might happen to them if I can’t prove their innocence.’

‘What must have happened to her?’ he asked himself. ‘Shipwrecked, lost. And who is he? Not her husband, we know: he’s dead.’

‘But she said he was.’

‘I thought you said they didn’t know each other?’

‘That was at first. Then, when they arrested him, she claimed to be his wife.’

‘But I know her husband is dead and I don’t think she would have remarried. It could be that he is a pirate, as they said, simply taking advantage of her situation.

‘Or that she had no choice: if a lifeboat were the only means of survival, one would share it with a tiger, if necessary.’



EXPLOSION

There was an explosion. It jemmied open her mouth, forcing its way into her body with a noise that numbed her consciousness. Then, uncontainable in the body’s fragile frame, it cracked back out through her pores, shattering her like china. She fell in a pile upon the deck. Her mind, lost like the content of a jar flung against a brick wall, escaped unseen, dove down into the deep-sea peace, or maybe flew off into the black sky.

On deck, the man scrabbled for her body, gathered it up with his cupped hands like his last drink of water and leapt into the thirsty sea.
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DAY TWELVE

I awoke in the quiet of dawn. My abdomen cramped, driving me from the comfortable bed; the storm drew nearer.

After climbing into yesterday’s clothes I followed the smell of coffee and found the kitchen, where the doctor was making breakfast.

‘Good morning, how did you sleep?’ he asked, turning briefly from the stove, a large wood burner, more common in the cold homes of Englishmen than this warm isle.

‘Very well, thank you.’

‘Do help yourself to coffee,’ he said, nodding to the pot, percolating on the stovetop.

After breakfast, the doctor excused himself to make ready for the business of the day. I waited in the study. Looking at the horizon, I allowed myself to imagine future visits to this house, in the company of friends.

A rumble of pain in my abdomen interrupted my daydreams. The storm would hit today, but I judged that the doctor and I would be safe in the main harbour well before it arrived. All the same, I was glad that the first ferry left early.

‘How do I look?’ he asked. He wore a tweed jacket, tailored brown trousers, a shirt, tie and polished brown leather shoes. His tattoo was well hidden. I laughed.

‘Something wrong?’ he asked anxiously, peering down at himself.

‘No – it’s perfect. Very respectable.’

‘I’ll assume that’s a good thing,’ he said, smiling as he placed a felt hat upon his head and picked up a well-worn briefcase. ‘Shall we go?’

I took his outstretched arm, saying a silent farewell to the bay, and hoping there might be a future greeting.

I enjoyed the return ferry trip, a brisk breeze notwithstanding. I loved this kind of weather, even though I knew it was a precursor to something much bigger. I tipped my head into the wind and smiled, enjoying the occasional salt spray on my face. I would look a mess for work, but today I didn’t care.

By the time we reached my office a hard, dirty breeze had sprung up, oddly cool under the warm mid-morning sun. Even I was glad to be on dry land. I clutched my jacket about me and squinted to prevent grit blowing into my eyes. It was a relief to reach the office vestibule, but no calm awaited us there.

As I walked through the door of my section, a wave of voices broke over me and every face turned towards me. Colleagues, who usually greeted my daily arrival with no more than a nod, were standing, crowding about me. I felt like I was stuck amongst the goats again, and looked back to the doctor for help. He stood in the passageway, stranded by this strange tide of concern.

‘Where have you been?’ they asked.

Hands reached out to touch and pat me. Then the circle parted and my boss arrived, as immaculate as ever in white, but hurrying most uncharacteristically. When she reached me, she took both my shoulders in her hands and hugged me to her chest.

‘Thank god you’re safe,’ she said. I couldn’t say a word, pressed to her as I was. ‘Thank you, everybody,’ she called over the top of my head. ‘Back to work, please.’

The crowd about us fell away. She let go her embrace, only to take me firmly by the arm and march me towards her office. I looked behind, gesturing frantically to the doctor that he should follow, which he did, unnoticed until my boss tried to close the door in his face. He put out a hand and stepped forward.

‘How do you do?’ he said, smiling. She looked surprised, but shook his hand.

‘Very well, thank you. Who are you?’

‘I brought him. He’s a psychiatrist,’ I said.

‘Well, that explains everything,’ she replied dryly. ‘We may need him yet.’

She waved the doctor in and closed the door.

‘Now tell me, please,’ she said, as she strode back to her desk. ‘Where have you been and what the hell has been going on?’

She sat down behind her desk. ‘You’ve been missing since yesterday. We assumed the worst.’

‘I went to see the doctor,’ I said.

‘You were gone all night.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I said, a sick feeling rising up from my feet. ‘I checked at the hospital before I went. I thought I could make the trip to the doctor’s and back in time but the ferry timetable was wrong. I had to spend the night at his house.’

My boss looked like she’d been awake half the night.

‘We were so worried. We thought they’d taken you with them.’

‘Sorry?’ I asked, the sick feeling reaching my throat. ‘Who?’

‘Your precious castaways, that’s who. We thought they’d kidnapped you, or worse. They’ve escaped.’

Nothing made sense.

‘What? Why?’

‘Why did they escape? Because we found out who they are. Or who he is, anyway. We’re assuming she is some sort of collaborator. We thought they’d taken you as leverage. They are very dangerous criminals and you would probably not have been the first hostage they’ve taken.’

‘Excuse me, please,’ said the doctor. ‘I think there must have been a mistake.’

My boss looked at him coldly. I was reminded of my mother superior.

‘And why is that?’

‘I can vouch for the woman – that’s what I’m here for. I know her.’

She sat back in her chair, expressionless.

‘Go on,’ she said.

‘She was a patient of mine. I have been expecting her arrival here daily. And I can assure you, madam, that she is not a dangerous criminal.’

‘I’m sorry, sir, but the man has been positively identified as a wanted criminal. If, and this will have to be proved, she is your ex-patient, I am afraid she has fallen into bad company since you last knew her.’

Then before the doctor could argue she rounded upon me.

‘Didn’t you get the message from security yesterday?’
 
‘No, I didn’t. I had to see the doctor as soon as possible. It was urgent.’

‘Not as urgent as this,’ she snapped, pressing her long fingernail into the desk as if she hoped to drill through it. ‘Since their arrest your castaway has been identified by two other sailors from the same boat, one of whom witnessed him strangle a man and throw the body overboard. He fits the description of a pirate captain, wanted in most neighbouring countries. We are still awaiting Interpol identification. I don’t have to tell you how serious this is.’

She paused.

‘Firstly, why weren’t all the appropriate checks made with the police department, if not Interpol? Secondly, why was this man allowed out at night? Unguarded.’

I shook my head, but could not look her in the eyes.
 
‘This man is a killer and you have been treating him like your favourite uncle. I hear you had them to stay in your home for the weekend. Do you realise the danger you were putting yourself in? Not to mention the reputation of this department. I had no idea. Give me their file, please.’

She held out her hand, clicking her fingers. I bent down and fumbled in my briefcase, glad of the distraction. As I passed the file to my boss the doctor stepped forward and put a firm hand upon my shoulder.

‘I cannot vouch for the man,’ he said. ‘I have no idea who he is. However, she is a respected member of society, which can be confirmed with one telephone call, if you will not take my word for it. I can only think that her male companion has coerced her in some way.’

‘No,’ I cried, ignoring the warning squeeze he gave my shoulder. ‘No, that is not true. He wouldn’t do that.’

My boss looked up from the file. ‘It seems he has duped you too, then. There is nothing in here. Have you nothing on them?’

She pushed the file away and frowned at me.

‘No, they have amnesia, remember?’

‘Or say they have. A convenient malady.’

She turned to the doctor. ‘I’d be prepared to give some credence to your story, if it were not for the woman’s own behaviour.’

‘What do you mean?’ I asked.

She reached forward and retrieved a file from her in-tray.

‘It’s here in black and white, translated by yourself. By her own admission she is his wife.’

‘That’s impossible,’ the doctor said. ‘Her husband is dead.’

‘People remarry, sir.’

‘Not this woman.’

‘Well,’ my boss said, ‘it seems that the male detainee agrees with you. It says here that he denied being the woman’s husband. If this is so, it would go a long way to explaining her disappearance.’

‘Why is that?’ asked the doctor.

‘The man broke out of the hospital room where he was being held. She could not have assisted him because, apart from the obvious difficulties, she was still under heavy sedation.’
 
‘What did you do to her?’ the doctor demanded.

‘Only what was necessary for her safety, I assure you,’ said my boss coldly. ‘Your friend here obviously hasn’t told you what she did to the face of our chief of security. Despite that, she was taken to hospital to be cared for, but disappeared from there at the same time as the man. When we couldn’t find you,’ she nodded at me, ‘we assumed they’d taken you hostage. But perhaps it’s she who is the hostage, although that doesn’t explain why she tried to defend him.’
 
‘Perhaps,’ said the doctor, ‘if they don’t know who they are, it is possible that she has formed a bond with this man, and he’s taking advantage of her.’

‘That’s impossible,’ I said, finding my voice at last, dismayed by the doctor’s attitude. ‘He really doesn’t know who he is – he isn’t lying.’

‘A clever ruse,’ said my boss. ‘I see in your notes that she regained consciousness after him whilst aboard the lifeboat. It could have been he who rendered her unconscious to begin with.

‘Do not underestimate this man. He’s responsible for the deaths of dozens of people. And now he’s at large somewhere on this island. It’s very worrying.’

‘But you don’t know it’s him,’ I said. ‘You have no proof that he is this criminal.’

‘And you have no proof that he is not. Your assumption of his innocence has been quite injudicious. Dangerous, in fact, to you and the whole department.’

She paused a moment, before continuing, her voice less severe. She may have seen the tears, which were now streaming down my cheeks.

‘And if he is not guilty, why has he broken out of jail? Isn’t this tantamount to an admission of guilt?’

‘That is not guilt – that is fear,’ I said.

‘He has nothing to be scared of if he simply tells the truth,’ she said, closing the file.

‘How can you say that? He is a stranger, he doesn’t speak the language, he doesn’t know where he is or who he is. He has no family, no friends, no support. And then you bring police and lock him away, threaten him, tell him he has done all these things that he can’t remember doing. Of course he tried to escape. What would you do? It’s quite predictable,’ I said, raising my voice, standing, leaning forward over her desk.

Her face flushed red and she pushed her chair back to stand. She was much taller than I.

‘If you had been there yesterday, as requested, you could have judged for yourself.’

She was right. If I had been there yesterday, where I should have been, none of this would have happened. They had needed a friend and I hadn’t been there.

‘But you’re safe,’ she continued. ‘And we can leave everything else in the hands of the police. Although I’m afraid your friend may be in danger,’ she added, to the doctor.

‘How so?’ he asked.

‘The police are assuming that he will have armed himself by now and are responding accordingly. If cornered … let us say that he doesn’t have a reputation as a negotiator.’

I looked at her in disbelief.

‘May I go home?’ I asked.

‘Home? Why?’ asked my boss.

‘I don’t feel very well.’

‘I’m not sure if it’s safe …’

‘The doctor will be with me.’

She looked from me to him. ‘I suppose so then; you certainly don’t look well.’

‘I’ll look after her,’ said the doctor. He picked up my briefcase and led me to the door.

‘Please take care,’ called my boss. ‘It’s not safe whilst they are at large.’

I almost laughed, for I wanted nothing more than to see them.

We walked back through the office, aware of furtive looks and whispers around us. A few colleagues caught my eye and smiled or waved. I felt grateful for their concern, but did not want to linger. I needed to get home and speak with the doctor in private, for despite the seamen’s identification, despite the supposed facts, I still did not believe that my castaway was a ruthless killer.

*

Outside felt gloomy, strangely dark despite the shining sun, as if the shadows were straining from their domain. I remembered the storm – it would be upon us soon. Then I realised where the castaways had run.

‘Oh no,’ I whispered, bending over, hands on knees like an exhausted runner. The doctor knelt down beside me.

‘Are you alright?’

I took a few deep breaths, holding my midriff, unable to tell whether it was the storm or the realisation of the castaways’ plight that was hurting me.

‘I’ll be fine in a minute,’ I said, trying to rise.

‘Wait a moment – take your time.’

‘No, we have to go,’ I said, straightening up.

He heard the urgency in my voice and looked around. ‘Wait here – don’t move.’

He took off at a run down the street, waving his arms like a drunken signalman. It looked quite bizarre until I realised he was flagging a taxi, indicating to the driver to turn about. Within moments we were inside, on the way to my house.

‘And hurry, please,’ I said.

I took the time during the cab ride to collect my thoughts, praying that I was wrong, although I knew I wasn’t. We reached my house with no further conversation and I knew as soon as we walked through the door that I was not wrong. My map box was closed, but it had been moved to the kitchen table. I didn’t need to look inside to know that it was empty. I picked it up and hugged it to my chest.

‘They’ve taken my boat,’ I said, leaning against the kitchen wall. I dropped my forehead onto the cool wood of the box, seeking comfort in the familiar smell. ‘They’ve taken my boat and there’s a storm coming.’

The doctor frowned, then asked: ‘Is there? Even so, if he is who they say he is he can sail.’

‘He can. But it won’t make any difference. No one should be out in a storm such as this – even commercial vessels would turn back to shelter.’

‘He has survived this long.’

I lowered the box and stared at the doctor.

‘He’s no pirate.’

‘How do you know?’

I thought that in light of the storm, his identity was immaterial.

‘He’s no pirate,’ I repeated softly.

‘Won’t he hear the storm warnings and turn back?’

I shook my head, exasperated that he didn’t understand.

‘What warnings? Look outside.’

The sun was still shining, no storm clouds gathered. This storm would hit with no warning, dropping from the sky like an avenging angel.

‘He might see it ahead and turn back?’

‘No, they won’t be able to tell what they’re sailing into, but they know what they’re running from. He won’t turn back.’

‘Why has he taken her? If not as a hostage, then what?’ the doctor said. ‘He risked a lot by carrying her with him.’

‘He loves her. Would you leave a loved one behind?’
 
‘If it’s safer for her here?’

‘But he doesn’t know that. They’re strangers in this country – they don’t speak the language. And I wasn’t there to help them.’

‘But it’s an admission of guilt to run.’

I threw my precious box to the floor in anger.

‘Only if you know you are guilty. Remember what he has forgotten.’

‘Or says he has,’ said the doctor softly, reaching out a hand to calm me. ‘I don’t think you should dismiss their allegations so easily. He may be who they say he is.’

‘He is not,’ I shouted. ‘He cannot be. And she loves him. I’ve seen them every day. I know them. You heard how she reacted to his arrest.’

‘That can be easily explained; it’s quite common for the captive to empathise with the captor – it’s a survival mechanism.’

The doctor dropped his voice, almost pleading with me. ‘And think, who else does she have but him?’

I turned away.

‘Whatever the truth,’ he continued, ‘she’s not safe.’
 
My continued silence brought him to my side.

‘Are you alright? How are you feeling?’ he asked.
 
‘Fine, thank you,’ I said, trying to smile for him.

‘We can’t tell the right or wrong of it,’ he said, ‘but if you’re alright, I think I should go to the police. If they do track them down, I could be of assistance.’

I nodded, wanting him gone, for I had just seen something: a small corner of paper poking out from beneath the fallen map box, a note. It was not true what the doctor said, she did have someone else – me. I’d failed them so far, but this time I would not. I hoped the note told in which direction they had headed, for I was not going to let them sail to their deaths.

But I wouldn’t risk the doctor’s life as well, and I couldn’t let him try to stop me going. So I just nodded and smiled.

‘That’s a good idea. I think I might have a lie down anyway.’

He gave me a quick hug.

‘Don’t worry – it’ll be fine, we’ll find them. Maybe they’re just hiding somewhere.’

I went to the next room and lay down upon the sofa, feigning fatigue. The doctor followed me.

‘I’ll go then,’ he said. ‘You have a rest. I’ll be back as soon as I can. And would you lock the doors, please?’

I waited five minutes before scrambling to my feet and retrieving the note from the kitchen. It was in an unfamiliar hand, his, I presumed. It read:

My child, please forgive us. I know we are taking what you value most, but I have no choice. That we leave without seeing you saddens me greatly, but I willfind a way to contact you as soon as we are safe. I plan to sail due north and take our chances in the islands there. You are ever in our hearts and thoughts, thank you for everything. With much love, Yourfriend




THE CASTAWAYS

There was a man and there was a woman, who met and married in sunlit days, before war took him to fighting and death, and her to the edge of reason.

‘Love has died’she said, shredding the telegram with her gnashing teeth.

‘In a foxhole in the desert’ she cried, tossing the pieces into the still air of the delivery room and watching them fall like confetti to the floor.

‘But love can be reborn’ whispered the nuns, who fluttered about her bed like moths drawn to the light of life.

Then the woman’s cries of pain were drowned by the bombs thatfell on London, and when the woman awoke she saw that the confetti had turned to rice about a grave.

The death of a child is the death of hope. Without hope the woman locked herself away from the world, in a place where the wallpaper whispered to the shrouded souls within and Don Quixote and the devil kept company in their minds.

Through nights devoid of dreams the woman stared up at the moon. In daylight hours doctors practised ancient Chinese arts upon her brain, hoping to draw the pain from the wound by way of wax candles to the ears. But her heart had shattered in the blast that took her child.

This woman wore the deaths of a husband and a daughter next to her skin, keeping the warmth out and the cold in.

But the man was still living. One grave in Libya lay empty, a mistake common in war where victory ignores the number of the dead. With no warning he returned, to find his family gone. What pain to have lived through war only to find everything worth fighting for has died.

He found her sinking in a bath of madness; she met him with Medusa hair and a stranger’s eyes. He was the enemy again, but like shadows and windmills, this foe he couldn’t fight. So he retreated, wandering the world, hoping to meet her again in sunshine, like when they were young.

Time is a blind man upon a roadway, each moment a step towards the unknown. In time, she shook the madness from her skin and stepped back into the turning world. She sought her centre, that place within the spinning where she could be still. She sought him. Love came around again and they met, moving with the spinning stars under an African sky.

But ancient starlight illuminates the present with the past, making the shadows of memory into monsters too real to be borne.

Storm clouds loomed, so they set sail on their past, to outrun the storm. On the open sea it caught up with them, sank their boat, scuttled their memories and set them adrift in a lifeboat – strangers looking for home.
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DAY THIRTEEN

I ran into the street. The air clung, thick and still, like cotton wool; I could feel the weight of the atmosphere pressing down upon me. The breeze had died down and the finches no longer flitted amongst the bushes. An unnatural quiet cloaked a world becalmed. But this could work in my favour. Although they had taken my yacht, I still had the dinghy, and in it I could outrun them.

I needed to get to the mooring quickly. My neighbour’s bicycle leant against her fence. I was wheeling it on to the road as she came to her front door, bag in hand. She called out in surprise, but upon recognising me, smiled and raised a hand to wave.

‘I’ll explain later,’ I called as I hoisted myself into the saddle.

‘Alright, dear,’ she replied, waving me off. ‘You have a good time.’

This had been only our second conversation. I hoped her generosity was a good omen.

I got up the hill as fast as I could, concentrating on nothing more than the push of the pedal. At the top of the climb I stopped to catch my breath and scan the seascape in front of me. The water was flat, in a way water shouldn’t be. There was not a vessel in sight. I straightened myself in the saddle and pushed off down the hill.

I cannot remember how I reached the bottom in one piece. The bicycle rattled and shook, as if trying to throw me, but I clung on, my legs pushing around and around with cartoon-like speed, forcing the bicycle on faster.

At the bottom I threw it aside and ran to the jetty. The adrenalin of the ride had put me in a strange, senseless place, where I felt nothing, like I was in a bubble cocooning me from sensation. I was intent on only one thing. My dinghy floated at my mooring, fifty yards from the shore and my boat was gone. Without stopping to think I kicked off my shoes and threw myself into the bay, barely registering the chill of the water, and struck out for the dinghy.

On board, all was as I had left it the last time I’d been out, that wonderful day with the castaways. The tanks were almost full; the engine started first go. I found the compass in the hold, cast off and pointed due north, full throttle.

Within minutes I was in open sea, alone under an empty sky. Today there were no seabirds – like me they could sense the impending storm and would be safely on shore. I breathed a little easier now that I was underway. I started to regain sensation. I would find them. And once we had found shelter, we could plan our next move together.

I shivered. I was wet and the temperature was dropping. I rummaged in the hold and found a lifejacket. There was nothing else to keep me warm, so I slipped that on.

The sea looked like glass. The air felt muffled. There was a pressing sensation on my eardrums. The vista seemed unreal, like the world had lost its third dimension.

I travelled for half an hour, land a distant smudge behind me, in front only emptiness. My thoughts strayed to the doctor, and whether he’d realise where I had gone.

A cold wind hit, seemingly from nowhere. The boat thudded on the white caps that sprang up, chivvying the hull, slowing my progress.

I crouched as low as I could and pressed my back against the stern. The warmth of the evening before was a distant memory, and I longed for the shelter of the doctor’s quiet bay. Then came a feeling of relief. That is where I would take them – to the doctor. They would be safe there until I could negotiate their freedom. It never occurred to me that the doctor might not agree to harbouring fugitives.

Smiling, I tilted back my head and sniffed the cold salt spray. I felt a surge of happiness and hollered out loud into the wind, a tangle of yahoos and hurrahs. Everything was going to be alright.

Then the storm hit.

My first sense was of darkness. The sun fled the sky before the hunting wind, which howled about me. The water came at me in claws, flying at my face so I could not tell where the sea stopped and the air began. The swell grew bigger. The waves rose up, like landslides, rolling towards my tiny vessel. I pushed the tiller away as hard as I could, forcing the boat around to face the oncoming waves. One broadside could roll my vessel with the ease of a man tossing a peanut to his mouth.

As I topped each wave I scanned the sea for their boat, but I was alone. I called out, trying to hear my voice above the wind, but it whipped my words away before I could catch them. The tiller strained in my grip, wanting to turn with the waves, so I wrapped my whole body about it and pulled against the grasping sea, turning the prow into the wind again and again.

Up each wave we crawled, as if giant underwater hands, like monsters beneath the bed, had hold of the boat. They forced it up and up, against the laws of gravity, to a moment of terrifying vertigo when I surveyed the roller coaster below me, which disappeared into a fog of sea spray grey.

Down we plummeted in violent descent, my poor boat screaming as the wave raced beneath me, down into the darkness.

In the silent, windless trough the waves loomed up, monstrous whales, ready to crash upon me. I heaved on the tiller again to send us up to the black sky in hopeful ascendancy, only to face the inevitable slide down again. The brutal wind pierced my clothing and hammered my skin. Any sense of time was blown away and my life became measured, wave by wave.

All I could see was black, and my white arms wrapped around the brown of the tiller. I stared at my hands, numb with cold, like they were the hands of a stranger. I tried to make sense of them, these two small living things clinging so tightly to the piece of wood that was guiding my life.

I prayed that the storm would leave as quickly as it had arrived, blown away on the ferocious speed of its own wind, but this hope soon died.

Then voices started, coming to me on the wind, like lost souls crying from the darkness. I heard my own name called out with such longing that I called back. Behind me, I heard someone whispering for help and turned, searching in the water for a hand, a face.

As the boat crested the next wave I stood, trying to see who called my name, but the world gave way beneath me and I stumbled, letting go of the tiller. The sea snatched at its prize and the lifeboat turned broadside. We hung in mid-air, then my craft fell, tumbling down the wave, flinging me from its shelter.

I fell silently, not crying out for anyone to save me. I hit the water feet first, noticing how warm it seemed as I slid under. The waves closed over my head and the world went quiet. With the cessation of the screaming and banging I felt my body relax and I closed my eyes. I wanted nothing more than to sleep, a deep, peaceful sleep in the safety of the ocean’s comforting depths.

But the lifejacket would not let me sink. It bore me to the surface, where I thrashed, trying to fight off the water, unable to tell whether it was the screaming wind or the smothering waves that choked my senses. I called out, straining to hear my voice above the sea, but the waves forced their way down my throat in fists and I gagged.

My hands hit something hard and real. I tried to kick away from whatever new monster the ocean was forcing upon me. Salt water blinded my eyes.

It came at me again.

It was my dinghy, upside-down. Despite the heaving water I managed to scramble onto its hull, dragging myself up on a rope that had become entangled about the boat. I twisted the rope around my arm and grabbed the keel, clinging to it more from instinct than any hope of survival. It was so dark I couldn’t tell whether my eyes were open or closed. I wished I could return to the peace below the waves. In the dark my mouth latched onto the pain in my hand, sucking my knuckles for comfort, like a baby on its thumb.

The voices on the wind returned, but this time I thought it was my mother, whose voice I had never heard, calling me in from play.

‘I’m coming!’ I cried back, although in reality it was only a whisper. I had to find her, I thought – I mustn’t drown here in this storm, when my mother was so close. I fumbled in the panels of the lifejacket and wrenched out the flare, stored there by dry hands that could never imagine the circumstance of its use. Taking the ignition cord between my teeth I pulled, holding the flare above me like a beacon. The flame spluttered and grew, turning the sea blood red.

‘I’m here!’ I cried out, louder this time, my voice rising above the wind, my dazzled eyes blinking blindly. ‘I’m here. Mother, I’m here.’

I thought I heard laughter and looked up to where the sky should be. But it was just another wave, roaring down upon me jaws agape, a beast charging. I held the flare out, trying to ward it off with fire. But it took me anyway, and I knew no more.



ESCAPE

It was the scent of the geranium petals that permeated his unconscious mind, seeping around the damage done by the policeman’s baton, to beckon with a perfumed finger at the door of his memory.

‘My wife,’ he said, with his eyes still closed, ‘likes to surprise me.’

He laughed and moved his head on the pillow, like he was talking to people around him. But the hospital room was empty.

He opened his eyes and saw the white handkerchief wrapping the flowers, the word ‘love’ revealed from within its folds, and knew that he had been given another chance.

But straps held his arms to the bed. A policeman stood guard at the door.

He feigned unconsciousness and listened as the nurses moved to and fro, working around him, mentioning the woman in the next room. He let them grow familiar with his body, let them dare to loosen the restraints to move him. Lay doll-like as they washed him and turned him and dressed him again. Until they all went home and the night watch began.

The policeman had his back turned when the nurse undid the wrist-ties to change his soiled sheets. He didn’t hit the nurse. He took the keys from the policeman’s limp hand and locked the two in the room.

The woman looked peaceful as she lay in her hospital bed. He held the handkerchief to his face and inhaled the scent of flowers that still clung to it. He prayed that the girl wouldforgive them.

Through darkness they sailed in their stolen boat.

‘We are thieves’ said she, roused from her unnatural sleep by the calling of careful seabirds, flying to the safety of the land that they were leaving. ‘How can we do this to her?’

‘We do what we must’ replied the man and moved forward to trim the sail.

The dark water opened itself to their craft’ like a cave revealed to the magic words of Ali Baba. To his urging the boat ran, finding a trail through the water to carry them to safety. It buoyed them with a traitor’s unconcern for right and wrong’ but with each mile gained his heart sank.

‘We are abandoning her,’ said she, looking into the dawn without finding hope.

‘It is her world, not ours,’ replied he, turning his head to fill his ears with wind, to blow out the whispers that agreed with her. But the wind vanished, and with a sailor’s superstition he wondered if it had taken sides.

They waited, becalmed.

Then a storm dropped to earth behind them like a black cat, snapping at their tails as they ran blind before it.

A flash of lightning and he was in the war again, burrowed into his foxhole. Another flash and his leg burned with pain, old scars charged by the electricity in the air, reminding him that he could not escape.

‘Where is safety?’ he said to himself as he ran forward to grapple a bucking sail to the deck. The clamour of its flapping reminded him of bombs and tanks, the sounds of war like an angry sea in his head.

‘Where is peace?’ he called to the wind, to the darkness around them.

‘We cannot leave her,’ said the woman, as he swung back into the cockpit, wishing her words were not sinking in.

‘Not again,’ she reminded him, looking into his sad eyes.

He turned the boat about.

They chased the storm, following in its wake as it hunted over the open sea towards land. They sailed in silence, sliding down the rolling waves, which moved beneath them like onlookers hurrying to the scene of an accident. He loosened the main sail, whispering: ‘Not too fast, not too close’ Fearing that the storm might catch their scent and turn.

She sat beside him, holding his free hand, her heart beating to remind her that she was alive again. She thought of the island they sailed towards and an image of blue skies like watercolours formed in her head; and warmth and chocolate and a way home and she smiled.

‘This is the right way’ she said out loud. He nodded, and they sailed on.

The waves became steeper but they sailed on.

The waves became hills and valleys and they climbed them, moving ever forwards as they went back.

In the distance he saw a red light flash, but thought it an illusion of tired eyes. Their boat reached another crest and from this vantage point he saw the light again.

‘It’s a distress flare’ he said, pointing their bow towards it.

‘Can we reach it?’ she asked, as they battled across the waves.

‘The storm will blow over’ said her feeling the drag on the tiller grow less with each minute.

The boat they found was a dinghy, capsized’ with a figure dangling from its hull by one arm. The body was small’ just a girl.

‘Our child,’ she said, as he hauled her on board, her head lolling, showing them her face.

‘Why weren’t you there?’ she asked of him, as he stood with the girl’s body in his arms. ‘Why weren’t you there when she died, our child, our hope.’

‘Iam here now.’

‘Now is too late.’

‘No. She’s still alive.’

The woman cradled the girl in her arms as he sailed for the island under full sail.

When they reached the mooring they waved to the men standing on the shoreline, thinking: here is help. But their greeting was returned by gunshots. He crouched, covering the girl’s body with his own. Bullets splintered the deck either side of him. He heard the woman say: ‘They will not shoot me.’

He heard the splash as the woman fell.

He stood, looking for where she had fallen, looking for blood-red rising from the storm-brown sea.

Instead he saw her swimming towards the shore and felt happy, like he was watching her in the summertime of a holiday. He picked up the unconscious girl and said into her ear: ‘We are going to be alright.’
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DAY FOURTEEN

That is how I survived the storm.

Tied to my lifeboat, I let go and the craft ferried me through the waves. I have since learnt that one should never try to fight such forces of nature, that I should have turned my boat about and gone with the waves, as the boat did once I was unconscious.

I have no memory of those minutes, hours, lifetimes I spent, strung across the upturned dinghy until rescued.
 
‘How did you find me?’

They spoke in unison: ‘By chance.’ ‘Good luck.’

‘So why did you turn back? You sailed back into the storm.’

‘We didn’t mean to, but it was the only way,’ she said.

‘Why?’

The man smiled at me as I lay in the hospital bed, his eyes clear and untroubled, a horizon swept clean. He looked different; younger, with his beard gone and his hair trimmed short and brushed back from his face.

‘I knew you’d understand what we did,’ he said. ‘But you once said you were sure someone would be looking for us. On board as we fled, those words kept coming back to me and I realised I did not want that someone to be you.’

He smiled and put his arm around the woman. ‘My wife agreed, so we turned the boat about.’

‘Your wife?’ I sat up, dismissing their pleas that I lay still. He took a pillow from the shelf and slipped it behind my shoulders.

‘There,’ he said. ‘At least lie back or they’ll accuse us of upsetting you.’

‘Which they have already, of course,’ said the woman, laughing. ‘We are no longer in chains, but we’re not their favourite tourists either.’

‘Tourists?’

‘Yes,’ she said, smiling. ‘Thanks to the doctor we discovered we are nothing more dangerous than common tourists. The simplest answer is usually the truth, is it not?’
 
‘You’ve seen him?’ I asked. ‘How long have I been in hospital?’

‘Two days,’ she said. ‘And yes we’ve seen the doctor -he met us at your mooring, with the police. And we’ve seen your boss and several of your colleagues, your young man and his aunt – quite a network of people you had looking out for us.’

I looked at her, startled. It took me a moment to realise that when she said ‘my young man’, she meant the librarian.

‘And your neighbour – a lovely woman,’ she continued. ‘She seems to think that we’re your parents and, I hope you’ll forgive us, we haven’t corrected her.’

I put my arms around her and hugged her.

‘Of course, I wish it were true,’ I said as we embraced. I leant back into the pillows, feeling tired.

‘But you said “wife”,’ I demanded, turning to him. ‘Your wife?’

He smiled proudly. ‘Yes, she is my wife, I am her husband.’

‘Congratulations,’ I said. ‘I never believed that you were a pirate.’

‘I know. Thank you for your note by the way, and the flowers.’ He dug in his pocket and pulled out my handkerchief. ‘May I keep it?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Thank you for rescuing me.’

‘No, it’s us who must thank you,’ said she.

‘Why?’

‘Your work, your care,’ she said. ‘Your boss has explained the extraordinary lengths you went to and the way you stood up to her in our defence. The doctor has told us how you found him and bullied him into helping us. And thanks to your wire, our solicitor has confirmed the identity of my companion.’

Something that had been bothering me could now be resolved. ‘But tell me, how did you know he was your husband – before this – when they arrested you?’

She frowned, recalling the scene.

‘Seeing him attacked I knew I could not bear to lose him.’

‘I can understand that,’ I said. ‘You had become so close.’

‘It’s not just that,’ she replied. ‘It was more. I found I could not bear to lose him – again. It was the same feeling as in my dream, but for the first time it came to me outside sleep. I realised who he was only as I said the words.’

‘Like a hidden reef,’ I said, tracing a line in the sheet with my finger. ‘It’s like a reef that’s hidden under the water – you can’t see it, but as soon as you hit it you know what you’ve hit.’

‘Yes indeed,’ he agreed. ‘Spoken like a true sailor. And we had lost our maps.’

‘Maps? What a way to put it,’ she said, laughing with him. ‘I must tell the doctor that one. Does that make him a cartographer?’

‘Of the human condition – I think he’d like that. So,’ I said, turning to him. ‘Was that you on board the pirate ship?’

‘Yes, we think so,’ he replied. ‘But I was a prisoner, not a pirate. According to the sailor who saw me, I jumped overboard before the second explosion – the one that sank the vessel. He saw me carrying something – I think it was my wife, too precious to be left behind.’

‘And the pirate captain?’

‘I killed him.’

‘We do not know that as a certainty,’ the woman said hurriedly. ‘We can only surmise.’

‘But it would explain many things,’ he said. ‘Our escape, my amnesia. Such a violent event, combined with the physical impact of the second explosion, could have led to what the doctor calls dissociative amnesia. He has done a good deal of study on the effects of trauma on the mind. We hope, between us, to be able to retrieve the truth.’

‘So,’ I said, working it out as I spoke, ‘you ended up where you were going all along.’

‘We just took a different route and met you on the way,’ he said.

‘And you were never dead?’

He shook his head, holding his arms out from his side as if to say ‘Here I am’.

‘I am happy to say no, it was all a mistake.’

‘Nor was he trying to kill me,’ she said. ‘I have discussed that dream with the doctor, who said it represents some unresolved anger between us. He is requesting copies of my case notes from the clinic in England where he first treated me. He wants us to stay and work with him – he believes that with time and treatment he can restore our pasts to us.’

The truth seemed more confusing than my imaginings.

‘We learn something new about ourselves every day,’ he said. ‘For us, the past unfolds like the future. Would you like to hear more of what we have discovered?’

Theirs would be a strange tale, but no stranger than they deserved and I wanted to hear it.

‘First,’ said she, opening the drawer of the bedside table. ‘These are from your friends. We thought you’d like to open them yourself.’

She held out a small stack of white envelopes, of the sort that contain greeting cards. I took them. A slow smile spread across my face, like the glow of the afternoon sun.
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