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Chapter One: The Island Hospital
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She woke to the smell of the sea.

Not the clean, abstract sea of photographs — the real sea, the Aegean, with its specific compound of salt and warmth and the particular wildness of water that had been moving since before anyone alive was born. It came through the open window above the hospital bed on a breath of August air and she breathed it in without knowing yet where she was, or what had happened, or who she was, or which of the things she did know was still true.

Her name was Lena Hart. This she knew. The nurse had told her — a woman named Stavroula who had the warm efficiency of someone who had delivered difficult news many times and had learned to deliver it without cruelty. Your name is Lena Hart. You were brought in three days ago. There was an accident at sea. You are going to be all right.

There had been other things. Doctor Papadopoulos, soft-voiced behind his glasses, explaining that the head injury was significant but the bleeding had resolved and the brain scans showed no permanent damage. Explaining what retrograde amnesia meant in the language of someone who had learned to explain it to people who were not ready to understand it. Three years. Approximately three years of memory, gone. Not everything — her childhood was intact, her family, her basic knowledge of the world. Just the three years.

The three years she was twenty-one years old and the three years sat inside her like a room whose door had been locked from the outside.

She lay in the hospital bed in the August afternoon and tried to understand what she knew. She was twenty-one. She had been, the last she remembered, eighteen — standing in her bedroom in London on a rainy November morning, getting ready to catch a ferry to a Greek island she had visited every summer of her childhood, a place called Kallos, because something had happened that she was running from or running toward and she had bought a ticket and packed a bag with her paints and her sketchbooks and gone.

She did not remember arriving. She did not remember three years of her own life. The last three years of her life — whatever she had built, whoever she had become, whatever had happened on this island that the sea had kept while her mind had released it — were simply absent. Clean gone, as though a careful hand had removed the pages.

The nurse had told her something else. She was, apparently, well-known on the island. People had come to the hospital. There were flowers. She had been, in the three years she did not remember, a celebrated young artist — her work in the Kallos style, the particular painting of light on Aegean water that the island had its own tradition for, had been exhibited in Athens and in London. There were reviews. There was a name that people said with the warmth of someone who genuinely loved the thing it belonged to.

She looked at her hands on the hospital blanket. The hands of a painter — she could see that even without the memory, the specific way the skin was stained at the cuticles with residue that did not quite wash out, the slight callus at the inner edge of the right thumb where a brush was held for hours. These were her hands. They had done things she did not remember.

She looked at the left palm.

The scar was there. Small, precise, on the pad of the palm below the ring finger. Not a new scar — old, silver-white, fully healed. It had not come from the accident. Doctor Papadopoulos had noted it in the examination with a careful neutrality that told her he was choosing not to ask about it.

She did not know where it had come from. She did not know what it meant.

She looked at it for a long time in the afternoon light from the window, with the Aegean doing its patient work outside and the flowers on her bedside table from people whose names she did not yet know, and she thought: there is a whole life waiting to be understood. A whole version of herself she had lived through and forgotten.

She thought: whatever happened in those three years is in this island somewhere. In the rooms I lived in and the people who knew me and the paintings I made. The island holds it all.

She looked at the scar on her palm.

She thought: but some of it might be better left in the dark.

She did not know yet how right she was.
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Chapter Two: The Cottage on the Cliff
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They told her the cottage was hers. She had rented it for three years — or rather, the Lena Hart she did not remember had rented it, had lived there through three summers and two winters with the specific commitment of someone who had decided to stay.

It was small. Stone, whitewashed in the Cycladic manner, sitting at the edge of the cliff above the north bay with a terrace that looked directly at the water. Two rooms and a kitchen and a terrace with a view that explained, even to someone who did not remember choosing it, exactly why she had chosen it. The light from this cliff at this angle in this direction was the light that changed everything — the specific quality of Aegean morning light falling on moving water, the thing that had made painters come to these islands for a century and never quite leave.

She stood on the terrace the morning after her release from the hospital and looked at the water and felt the specific strange peace of a place that her body knew even when her mind did not. Some cellular recognition. Some knowledge held below the level of memory in the deeper places where experience accumulated regardless of what the mind chose to retain.

She went inside and looked at the walls.

The walls stopped her.

She had expected to find her work — she had been told she was a painter and the cottage was her studio and so she had expected canvases, studies, the working evidence of three years of artistic production. She found this. But she found something else too, something she had not been prepared for: interspersed among the landscapes and the studies of light on water and the technical exercises in the Kallos tradition were paintings of a man.

Not casual portraits. Not studio work. These were paintings of a man in the way that a person painted someone they knew completely and loved completely and could not stop looking at — paintings with the specific intimacy of long observation, of someone rendered from memory at all hours and in all lights. The man's face was turned away in some of them — the line of a jaw, the curve of a shoulder, the way he stood at the edge of something and looked out. In others he was visible: dark-haired, dark-eyed, with the particular quality of a face that held more than it showed, that had been drawn inward by something and had learned to live with what was in there.

She stood in the middle of the cottage surrounded by twenty-three paintings of a man she did not recognise and felt something she had no word for — a pulling, a recognition below the surface of the recognisable, like hearing a song she could not name that she had known, once, all the words to.

She went to the door of the cottage and looked at the village below.

Kallos was small enough that everyone knew everyone and large enough that it had maintained its own particular character through a century of tourism — the specific character of a place that had decided what it was and had not been persuaded otherwise. The white cubic houses on the hillside, the blue dome of the church, the harbour with its fishing boats and its tourist boats side by side, the narrow lanes that were older than the cars that could not navigate them.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
: b ] \I‘A
N L. 7%
9 R i

4

&
M
L

L% ISABELLA HART i, h





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





