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        To Liz

      

        

      
        For the memories we’ve made and the ones still to come

      

      

      

      
        
        This book is for you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Courage doesn’t always roar.

        Sometimes courage is the little voice at the end of the day that says, I’ll try again tomorrow.

      

        

      
        ~ Mary Anne Radmacher
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        Faith James is found on a remote beach in Spain with a head injury and no recollection of how she got there. Recovering in hospital, she is desperate to return to Sydney to the only life she knows.

      

        

      
        But Faith has lost ten years of memories and nothing is how she remembers it.

      

        

      
        Her husband, Will, arrives to collect her, and she is told she has three young children waiting at home in London. So begins the emotional journey to reclaim the life she's forgotten, learn how to be a wife and mother, and mend a broken marriage.

      

        

      
        Can she save something she never knew she had? And are all memories worth fighting for, even the ones that hurt?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Long before I opened my eyes, I could hear their voices.

      Low and gentle, they were words I struggled to comprehend, a language I didn’t understand. My fingertips brushed stiff sheets and my senses awakened.

      But my eyes were too heavy to open, weighed down with fatigue and the dull ache of pain. So great was the heaviness that I allowed it to take me from the room and the voices faded.

      I was hovering now, somewhere between consciousness and dreaming, like wisps of a cloud, so fragile I could disintegrate. I was on a beach, a wide-open stretch of sand and the blue beyond. I could smell the sharp tang of the sea and taste gritty granules in my mouth. The sun was blinding and I had to shield my eyes, for it hurt more than I could stand.

      It was a beach I didn’t recognise, nor did I know how I’d got there. All I knew was that I was alone and scared, with not another soul for miles. I walked until I grew dizzy and my legs shook, until my body could not stand upright any longer, and I slid to the sand.

      Then the voices returned and I’m not sure if it was minutes or hours later that I was pulled back to the room. There was a gentle hand on mine with a soft voice to match, patting me like a mother would a child.

      ‘Wake, now.’ The voice belonged to a female, her accent so thick I could only assume that was what she said.

      Her soothing tone dragged me further from unconsciousness and I became aware, more than ever, of my surroundings. The inside of my mouth was parched. I could have drunk a swimming pool.

      ‘Bueno. That’s it. Open your eyes.’

      I forced them open.

      The eyes that stared back at me were deep brown and full of concern. They crinkled at the corners; not youthful, but kind and motherly.

      ‘There we go. Very good. I’ll get the doctor.’ Whoever she was disappeared from my bedside and I was alone.

      The room was small and dark. Slivers of pale light were caught at the corners of the drawn curtains and a neat little desk with a chair and lamp sat opposite me. I was in a bed, dressed in a green gown, the sheets crisp and the pillow lumpy. When I looked down at my hands, I saw dried blood caked in my cuticles. A cannula was strapped to my skin, a needle stinging my vein as a tube ran upwards towards a bag filled with saline.

      The smell of disinfectant. The thrum of a monitor.

      My hand fluttered to my head and I felt layers of bandages there.

      What happened to me?

      There was little doubt I was in a hospital. And I’d been admitted with some sort of head injury. But how had I come to be here? I searched my brain for the answers although I could barely grasp an entire thought, just the edges of them, soft and shapeless.

      Breathe, I told myself, for the panic rose up my throat. Just breathe.

      Where was that woman with the accent?

      A white clock on the opposite wall told me it was ten on the hour and obviously morning, for there was sunlight around the curtains. But I wasn’t sure what day it was.

      If I stretched my memory back to the last thing I could remember, nothing came to mind except fragments. The Australian Space Agency. The research project I’d been working on. My apartment in Bondi. My mother and sister. All the things that made up my world, but I couldn’t extract a last memory from them.

      I didn’t know what time I’d woken up that morning or what I’d had for breakfast. I didn’t know why I wasn’t at work or what incident had brought me here. Had I tripped or fallen down some stairs? Perhaps I’d been hit by a car.

      The concentration was giving me a headache.

      Where is that woman?

      I closed my eyes and must have dozed off for I came to when she was at my bedside again, that lovely warm hand around my own.

      ‘Hola,’ she said in a gentle, sing-song voice.‘This is Doctor Gonzalez.’

      I craned my neck for a better look and saw a man in a white coat standing next to her. His hair was thick and greying at the temples, his face friendly. The nurse moved away to collect a chart from the end of my bed. I heard her pen scratch against paper as the doctor took a small, thin torch from his coat pocket.

      He shone it in my eyes, flicking the light back and forth. He wrapped a strap around my arm and pumped it, checking my blood pressure, then peered inside my ears and around the bandage on my head.

      He relayed his findings back to the nurse in what I assumed was Spanish, and she nodded and wrote things down on a chart.

      ‘Where am I?’ My words came out as a croak.

      Doctor Gonzalez looked down at me. In an equally thick accent, he said, ‘You are in the Hospital Santa Florentina del Puerto.’

      I stared at him. ‘The where?’

      ‘The local hospital in the Port of Santa Florentina.’

      I hadn’t the faintest clue what he was talking about.

      ‘Do you know where that is?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘It’s a small fishing village on the south-east coast of Spain, five hours from Madrid. You were found wandering on a remote beach with a head injury. A local fisherman brought you here.’

      I was still trying to process what he’d first said. ‘I’m in Spain?’

      ‘The Hospital Santa Florentina del Puerto. It’s on the south-east coast of Spain,’ he repeated dully, as though that would make it more comprehensible. ‘Do you remember what happened to you? How you got the injury?’

      I shook my head.

      ‘Can you tell me your full name?’

      ‘Faith Amelia James.’

      ‘And how old are you?’

      ‘Twenty-five.’

      ‘Where are you from?’

      ‘Sydney, Australia.’ The nurse was writing excitedly on the chart.

      ‘Do you have any allergies to medication? We can give you pain relief now that you’re awake.’

      ‘I’m not allergic to anything.’

      He turned and spoke to the nurse who made another note on the chart.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I said for I was still confused. ‘Did you say I’m in Spain?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘What am I doing here?’

      ‘I was hoping you could tell me that.’

      ‘How long have I been in the hospital for?’ I asked.

      ‘Since early this morning. You’ve been in and out of consciousness the last couple of hours. We haven’t run a CT scan yet, but I’d like to get that done as soon as possible.’

      I swallowed thickly, that panicked feeling returning. ‘Wait, no. I think I’m in the wrong place.’

      ‘Just rest now.’

      ‘You don’t understand,’ I said, trying to sit up. ‘I can’t be in Spain. I don’t remember coming here.’

      ‘Please lie back down.’ He was on his feet, pushing my shoulders gently towards the bed. The nurse came to assist.

      ‘Something’s happening to me. Please!’

      Doctor Gonzalez conferred with the nurse, and I caught the words ‘CT scan’ and ‘pronto’. I laid my head back on the pillow and closed my eyes, tears leaking from the corners and running down my cheeks.

      If what he said was true, I was a million miles from home, in a hospital with a head injury and no recollection of how I got here. Of how I’d ended up hurt and wandering a beach alone.

      Had I travelled here with friends? If so, who were they? Where were they?

      Doctor Gonzalez spoke gently to me in his thick accent. ‘It’s normal to feel confused after a concussion. Try not to worry. We’ll know more after we do some tests.’

      He left my bedside.
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        * * *

      

      The nurse’s name was Sister Antoinette Lopez.

      She had lovely eyes and a calm bedside manner, patting my hand and speaking to me in her soft Spanish way while I alternated between fractured sleep and troubled wakefulness.

      Later, after a dose of pain relief for my thumping headache, I tried a little of the lunch she wheeled in—rice with capsicum and tomatoes, and a potato tortilla Española.

      While I ate, she told me that I was in the small intensive care unit on level three and not to worry. To be there was precautionary only and the wound to my head was not deep, just five stitches. If the tests came back clear, I’d likely be moved to the main ward to recover. It explained the dark, quiet room I was in and the privacy for which I was grateful, while I tried to work out what had happened to me.

      I asked her if my handbag or any other belongings had been brought in by the fisherman.

      ‘I do not think so,’ she said with sympathy. ‘No purse, phone or passport. No luggage. I folded the clothes you were wearing and put them there for you.’ She pointed to a chair in the corner where a blue cotton dress lay folded next to brown sandals. They were the clothes of a stranger. I’d never seen them before.

      ‘The hospital reported your condition to the local police. They will stop by to speak with you later.’

      ‘The police?’

      ‘It’s procedure.’

      ‘How about the people I was travelling with?’ I asked. ‘Has anyone enquired about me? Are they waiting for me somewhere in the hospital?’

      ‘No one came in with you. No one has asked for you. You were alone.’

      Alone?

      ‘I’d like to call my mother and sister in Australia,’ I said. ‘They’d know why I travelled here and who I came with. Could I please borrow a phone?’

      ‘Yes, of course,’ she said. ‘But let’s have the scan first, then we make the call. Okay?’

      I sighed deeply as Doctor Gonzalez stepped into the room.

      ‘Right,’ he said, clapping his hands. ‘Imaging is ready to take your scan now. Stay in the bed. We’ll wheel you over.’

      It was just as well for I was too dizzy to walk anywhere.
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        * * *

      

      The CT scan results were ‘unremarkable’, as Doctor Gonzalez put it when he strode into my room with a sheet of paper.

      ‘The neurologist checked your results. No intracranial bleeding or oedema of the brain, but you did sustain a grade three concussion. Unconsciousness, confusion, fatigue.’ He put down my results and went through the drill again, checking eyes, blood pressure, ears, head wound. ‘Any ringing in the ears or nausea?’

      ‘No, just a headache still and some dizziness.’

      ‘Sensitivity to light?’

      A vision came to me of walking along a stretch of beach, the sun so bright in my eyes it was scalding. I blinked it away and shook my head. ‘No sensitivity at the moment.’

      ‘Good.’ He pulled a chair close to my bed and sat. ‘I’d like to talk to you more about your gaps in memory.’

      ‘Okay.’

      ‘It seems to me like you have some retrograde amnesia that’s affecting your episodic memory. That’s quite normal after a brain injury. It does not appear to be semantic or procedural at the moment.’

      ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘Well, you can still remember how to eat, drink and talk. That’s procedural. And your speech and general knowledge of things seem unaffected. That’s semantic. But your episodic memory has been affected—your recollection of events. Of course, I’m not a neurologist. But that’s my observation.’

      That surge of panic coursed through me once more.

      ‘Can you tell me your full name again?’

      ‘Faith Amelia James.’

      ‘How old are you?’

      I was aware of Sister Lopez watching from her desk. ‘Twenty-five.’

      ‘And where are you from?’

      ‘Sydney, Australia.’

      ‘Not Great Britain?’

      ‘Great Britain?’

      ‘I detect an English accent.’

      The comment perplexed me. ‘I’ve never been to Great Britain.’

      He watched me intently. ‘What’s the date today, Faith?’

      His question left a strange space in my head. ‘Um…’

      ‘The date, please.’

      ‘Saturday the seventh of March.’ Although I said the words, I didn’t quite believe them.

      ‘And the year?’

      ‘2009?’

      ‘Are you asking me or telling me?’

      ‘It’s 2009,’ I said with more conviction.

      He pursed his lips. ‘Who is the current president of the United States of America?’

      ‘Barack Obama was recently elected.’ I was certain this time, for I had followed the coverage.

      ‘Barack Obama?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Not Donald Trump?’

      I screwed up my face. ‘Donald Trump? That guy from The Apprentice?’

      He leant back in his chair and studied me. ‘Faith, do you have any idea why you came to Spain? A holiday, business trip, honeymoon? Do you have family here? Take your time, try to think.’

      I did. I forced my brain to push through the fog and the headache and the confusion. I tried until the concentration made me nauseated. ‘No, I’m sorry. I have no idea.’

      ‘It’s just that the Port of Santa Florentina is very remote. It’s off the beaten track, as they say. There must have been a reason for you to come all the way down here.’

      I shook my head. ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘Okay.’ He leant forward. ‘Let’s talk about the beach. Do you know why you were there?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Do you think you could have been attacked? Your purse and passport didn’t come in with you.’

      ‘I don’t know. I could have been. I have no memory of coming here, nor of the plane ride or the hotel or the people I travelled with. It’s a blank.’ My voice shook and I sank deeper into the pillow, closing my eyes, trying to quell the onset of vertigo.

      Doctor Gonzalez patted my bedside. ‘Try not to worry. With a grade three concussion, it is common for patients to forget some things.’

      ‘But will it come back to me?’

      His look was one of uncertainty. ‘In most cases, patients remember although it can take time. In rare cases, they won’t remember at all. The brain is incredibly complex, especially when it comes to memory processing and recalling. I’m afraid all we can do is wait and see.’

      His words did little to comfort me as I closed my eyes again and took an unsettled breath. Yes, I could eat and speak and I knew who I was, but I was missing major gaps in my memory. Gaps he wasn’t sure would return to me. Gaps that frightened me.

      ‘There is one more thing we need to do,’ he said. ‘We need to examine you for signs of sexual assault. The police will need this for their investigation.’

      ‘Oh,’ was all I could think to say. ‘Great.’
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        * * *

      

      Like the CT scan, the physical examination was unremarkable. There were no signs of sexual assault or recent intercourse. Aside from the cut on my head, I had a black eye and bruising around my neck and right shoulder that Doctor Gonzalez thought was consistent with a seatbelt. He asked me further questions about my time in Spain, questions I couldn’t answer, questions that filled me with growing anxiety the more he persisted.

      By the time the sun slipped below the horizon, I was unutterably exhausted. I laid in my hospital bed miles from home, feeling the dense weight of loneliness. I wanted to call my mother and sister, for I knew they would come and get me. They would make sense of it all, but when Sister Lopez brought the phone to my bedside, my mind went blank as to what their numbers were.

      The phone and I stared at each other for several minutes.

      ‘Take your time,’ she said gently.

      ‘I just… I can’t recall the numbers.’ This was silly! I dialled them every day, knew them by heart.

      ‘Maybe it will help if you write them down first.’ Sister Lopez brought me a pen and paper.

      I pulled the bed table across my lap and placed the paper down, pen poised, but nothing came to mind. I was hollow. It was so frustrating hot tears stung my eyes.

      She put her hand over mine in that reassuring way of hers. ‘Try not to worry. A good night’s sleep will make everything clearer in the morning.’

      ‘What if I wake tomorrow and I still can’t remember?’ I asked, wiping my eyes with the back of my hand.

      She smiled soothingly. ‘Then you will try again the next day and the day after that. Be patient, it will come to you.’

      She went back to her desk to prepare her handover to the night nurse. Her shift had ended and I felt an unexplainable panic at the thought of her absence.

      After she left, I picked at some dinner then fell into a troubled sleep. Dreams swam before my eyes, merging into greyness with no shape or purpose.

      My head was a jumbled mess. My memories were on hold.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      When Sister Lopez arrived the next morning, I’d already had breakfast and was sitting up.‘How did you sleep, cariño?’ she asked, placing her bag down on the table as the dour night nurse muttered goodbye.

      ‘Aside from being woken every three hours by that woman so she could shine a light in my eyes, fine.’

      Sister Lopez chuckled. ‘The first seventy-two hours of a head injury are critical. We need to make sure you do not slip into a coma.’

      ‘I think I’m comatose from lack of sleep.’

      She came over to check beneath my bandages and dressing and seemed satisfied with what she saw. ‘Muy bien. Your head is healing nicely. The stitches can come out in a week.’

      ‘Oh, that’s good news.’ Because they were already starting to tighten and itch.

      ‘Doctor also gave me orders to remove your cannula and catheter today.’

      ‘Do you think I could take a shower?’ I asked. I still had dirt and blood in my fingernails and I felt grimy all over, like I hadn’t showered in days. And perhaps I hadn’t.

      ‘Yes, of course. Let’s take it slow. There’s a chair in the shower for you to sit down on. And we can’t get your dressings wet.’

      She removed the catheter, then the IV line from my vein, taping gauze across it. Her hands were nimble and practised. When she’d finished, I swung my legs over the side of the bed and she looped one arm around my waist. Slowly, I lowered my feet to the ground and felt the room sway.

      ‘Easy, cariño. Nice and slow.’

      I took tiny, shuffled steps towards the bathroom, feeling a hundred years old. We passed the small window with the drawn curtains on the way.

      ‘Can I have a look outside?’

      ‘If you like, but not for long. Your eyes will be sensitive.’

      She pulled the heavy curtains aside and I stepped towards the window. The morning was bright, sunlight streaming in as I squinted against it.

      My room overlooked a small port filled with fishing trawlers. The water was blue and calm, hardly a breeze to ruffle it, and dotted along the headland were narrow villas in different colours. There weren’t many people around, just fishermen hauling great nets above the trawlers and a few cars rolling past at a sedate speed that would have had people blaring their horns in Sydney.

      It was a charming, sleepy seaside village. Remote. That’s what Doctor Gonzalez had called it. Off the beaten track. What had drawn me here, then? What had pulled me from my life in Australia to this dormant little place on the other side of the world?

      Sister Lopez closed the curtains and helped me the remainder of the way to the bathroom. When we got there, she turned on the light and ran the shower. While the water warmed, she helped me out of my hospital gown.

      The room had finally righted itself and the swaying stopped. I felt increasingly confident on my feet as I stepped into the water. I didn’t use the seat. I stood, clinging to the support bar, letting rivets of water run down my sore, sunburnt skin. My shoulders and chest were mottled with purple bruises, and I was aching and stiff all over.

      I also noticed, strangely, that I was fuller around my stomach and hips, as though I had put on a little weight overnight. My breasts and backside seemed changed too. Hardly was I one to be vain but it felt like gravity had taken hold.

      It was me and yet, it wasn’t. I was different.

      I pushed the familiar feeling of anxiety back down into my stomach and closed my eyes against the water. Sister Lopez helped wash me with soap then she shut off the taps. I stepped into her waiting towel and wrapped it around myself.

      ‘Are you all right for a moment, cariño?’ she asked. ‘I just want to get you a fresh gown.’

      ‘Yes, I’m okay.’

      She bustled out and I stood in the swirling steam, patting the towel over myself. I was dying to brush my teeth and wash my hair, to spray on deodorant and have some of my belongings back, wherever they might be.

      Waving the mist aside, I moved closer to the small mirror on the wall, wiping it dry with my towel.

      I stared at my reflection, but I wasn’t sure who was staring back at me.

      Beneath my bandages, my blonde hair had been cut short. Shorter than I’d ever had it. Short like someone had come in with scissors and cut it while I’d been sleeping.

      I touched my face. It was sunburnt and bruised. There were fine lines near my eyes and mouth that I’d never seen before and yes, my breasts were different. Less pert. Something was wrong.

      ‘Sister Lopez,’ I called out, ‘I need you.’

      She was at the doorway in an instant. ‘Are you okay? Are you feeling faint?’

      ‘What happened to me?’

      She took my arm so I could lean on her. ‘You have a head injury, remember? You were found on the beach.’

      ‘No, I mean, I look different in the mirror. My face is different. And someone’s cut my hair. It’s usually long, almost to my bottom. I thought it was just tucked up in the bandage.’

      Sister Lopez glared at the mirror as though it had caused us great offence. Then she looked uncomfortable, fussing with my towel, trying to dry me.

      ‘What year is it?’ I asked.

      She avoided my eyes.

      ‘Sister Lopez?’

      ‘We should wait for Doctor Gonzalez.’

      ‘What year is it?’

      She sighed deeply. ‘It’s 2019, cariño.’

      ‘2019?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Not 2009?’

      She shook her head sadly.

      My body broke into a cold sweat. ‘I don’t understand.’

      ‘Let me page the doctor.’

      ‘Ten years?’

      She gave me a grim look. ‘Yes. It seems you may have forgotten the last ten years.’

      If she hadn’t been holding me up, I would have sunk to the floor.
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        * * *

      

      Doctor Gonzalez was back at my bedside an hour after Sister Lopez had paged him. In the time before he arrived, I cried, hyperventilated and studied my face and body obsessively in the mirror, inspecting every new line and curve.

      Ten years had passed. Ten years! Not just a day here or a trip to Spain there. A decade. I wasn’t twenty-five anymore. I was thirty-five and somewhere along the way I’d cut my hair short, gathered lines around my eyes, my skinny little body had grown curves, and I’d ended up in the Mediterranean.

      It put a new perspective on my presence here. Did I live in the Port of Santa Florentina? Were my mother and sister here too? Did I have a house, a job, a circle of friends?

      When Doctor Gonzalez entered my room, I was fraught with anguish. Sister Lopez had a quiet word with him in Spanish and he nodded sagely. Then he came to sit on a chair beside me.

      ‘Sorry, Faith. I got caught up in another ward.’

      ‘Why didn’t you tell me the truth yesterday? When I told you it was 2009, why didn’t you correct me? You should have told me I had a ten-year gap in my memory.’ My voice rose and shook. I was on the verge of tears again.

      He nodded as though my questions were fair. ‘I didn’t want to frighten you. In most cases, head trauma patients regain their memory the following day. I was hoping you’d have some recollection by now.’

      ‘So what’s the actual date today?’

      ‘It’s the twenty-third of June 2019.’

      I squeezed my eyes shut to block out the confusion, but when I opened them again, the good doctor still looked at me with irritating pity. ‘How can this be? I’m not even that injured,’ I complained. ‘I had a shower on my own this morning. Standing up.’

      He smiled kindly. ‘You sustained a severe concussion, Faith. That was enough to cause a fracture in your memory.’

      ‘A fracture? I’d call it more than a bloody fracture.’

      ‘As I’ve said, I’m not a neurologist but yes, there is significant memory loss.’

      ‘The last ten years have been kicked clean out of my head!’

      ‘Try not to panic.’

      ‘That’s easy for you to say.’

      The tears started to fall again, noiseless but no less powerful, as I contemplated the full extent of all that could have happened in a decade. My life as I knew it might not be the life I led today. The idea of it was so formidable, so frightening, that I started to shiver.

      ‘Let me give you something to relax you,’ Doctor Gonzalez said. ‘Just while we try to connect the dots. It will make you feel better.’

      ‘I don’t want a sedative. I want to go home,’ I cried.

      ‘I’d like you to stay in the ICU until we know more.’

      He continued to talk about my recovery, but I could barely muster the energy for the conversation any longer. That feeling had returned where concentration fatigued me and my brain couldn’t process the imponderables.

      ‘Cognition is a delicate function for a head trauma patient,’ he went on. ‘Pushing yourself too hard will only set you back. We are dealing less with a physical injury now and more with a cognitive one. You’ll probably need rehabilitation at some point.’

      ‘I need to sleep now,’ I blurted.

      ‘Of course. Rest is the best thing for you.’

      I didn’t notice him leave. My eyes had closed with a force too powerful to resist, and I dropped to sleep as swiftly as if I’d stepped off a cliff.
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        * * *

      

      When I awoke, there were other people in the room. The conversation, although low, ruptured the silence. I closed my eyes against it, but Doctor Gonzalez was by my bed.

      ‘Faith, you’re awake.’

      I opened one eye and nodded.

      ‘You’ve been asleep for a few hours. That’s good. Sleep is key.’

      ‘Who are those people?’ I asked hoarsely, indicating them with a tilt of my head.

      He shuffled to the side. ‘This is Inspector Juan Pablo Alvarez with the Santa Florentina local policía and his junior officer, Javier Garcia.’

      Inspector Alvarez stepped forward and glanced down at me. He brought with him a cloying odour of cigars and underarm sweat. His stomach was large and hung over his trousers. He had dark eyes and a thick moustache that twitched. Specks of his lunch were caught in it.

      He took the chair Doctor Gonzalez often sat in and squeezed himself into it. Officer Garcia, with a crop of black hair and a young, eager expression, watched his superior in action. His notepad was open, poised to take notes.

      ‘What is your name?’ Alvarez began, skipping the pleasantries.

      ‘Faith Amelia James,’ I told him.

      ‘And how old are you?’

      ‘Twenty-five.’ I shook my head. ‘Sorry, thirty-five.’

      ‘Two days ago, you were found on Sebastián Beach in Santa Florentina by a fisherman. Do you know how you got there?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘What’s the purpose of your visit to Spain?’

      ‘I don’t remember.’

      ‘Were you travelling with anyone?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘How long have you been here for?’

      ‘I can’t be sure.’

      That crippling sensation of fatigue washed over me again and I struggled to concentrate under his rapid-fire questioning. I could hear the words, see his moustache twitch and his eyebrows shoot up with disapproval every time I said I couldn’t remember, but it was all starting to congeal like molasses.

      ‘Can I get some water, please?’ I asked, my breath shallow, head spinning.

      Sister Lopez was quickly by my side, helping me sip from a plastic cup.

      ‘We have some local gangs in the area,’ Inspector Alvarez said, unmoved. ‘It’s possible you were attacked since your purse is missing. Then they hit you over the head with something.’

      Doctor Gonzalez cleared his throat. ‘We completed a physical examination. No sign of sexual assault and the bruises on her shoulder and neck seem consistent with a seatbelt injury.’

      ‘We can search for other possibilities but probably it’s related to gang activity.’ The inspector stood and Garcia flipped the notepad shut.

      Doctor Gonzalez sighed. ‘Miss James would like to locate her mother and sister back in Australia. She can give you their names. Is it possible you could ask the Australian Consulate in Madrid to help us?’

      Inspector Alvarez smoothed his moustache with two fingers. His stomach was so large it strained through the buttons of his shirt. ‘Yes, I suppose we could do that.’

      He had me write down their names on a piece of paper which he gave to Garcia without glancing at it. Then he hitched up his pants and he and Garcia left the room.

      ‘I apologise,’ Doctor Gonzalez said, looking sheepish. ‘Inspector Alvarez can seem narrow-minded sometimes, but he is experienced. I’m sure he will get to the bottom of it.’

      ‘At this point, I don’t care what happened to me. I just want to go home.’

      ‘I understand. Once he contacts your mother and sister, they can come to collect you. In the meantime, I need you to rest.’

      He gave me a kind smile and left the room too.
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        * * *

      

      When Sister Lopez’s shift ended and the dour night nurse came to replace her, I lay awake for a long time.

      Moonlight shimmered at the corners of the curtains and I thought of my mother and sister in Sydney, most likely unaware that anything had happened to me. Or perhaps they were. Perhaps Inspector Alvarez had made contact and they were desperately trying to book a flight here.

      The thought of it made me anxious again for I was useless and idle in this bed. I couldn’t reassure them that I was all right. My mother would be beside herself, Hayley too.

      Growing up, I hadn’t known my father. He’d left when I was too young to remember what a life with him was like, and perhaps that was for the best. I used to pore over photos of him until the curiosity wore off and I no longer cared. He had never kept in contact, never sent a birthday card. Mum always told us that he wasn’t built for fatherhood, but I suspect he was, just not with us.

      His absence had done little to slow us. My mother had worked hard and rarely had we gone without. Hayley was three years older than me. If it was 2019, that would make her thirty-eight, something she’d detest; she wasn’t one for embracing age.

      The thought gave me a clear and unexpected vision of tequilas lined up on a bar and Hayley standing next to me looking ridiculous in a purple and yellow sombrero.

      ‘Bottoms up!’ she yelled, knocking back a shot of tequila. ‘It’s official. I’m twenty-one again!’

      Someone started singing happy birthday, then the whole restaurant joined in. There was a woman standing beside me and the name Emily dropped into my head, but I didn’t know why. We didn’t have any friends called Emily.

      Just as swiftly as the memory materialised, it disintegrated like stardust, and I couldn’t be sure of its time or place. Had this event occurred recently or a decade ago, in Sydney or in Spain? Who was Emily?

      Although the questions wreaked havoc with my brain, seeing my sister’s face brought me comfort. On those thoughts, I drifted to sleep, lulled by the soft ticking of the clock on the wall.
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        * * *

      

      Inspector Alvarez returned to my room at nine the next morning, arriving with his familiar odour of cigars and sweat. Officer Garcia bounded in after him. I’d already had breakfast, showered and taken my pain relief. On this third day, the room felt less like a rocking boat and more like I’d anchored.

      I was on the brink of dozing when I saw them and quickly sat upright.

      ‘Easy, cariño,’ Sister Lopez said, moving to my side and tut-tutting. ‘Don’t be so rushed.’

      I stared at Inspector Alvarez. ‘Did you find out anything?’

      He strode across the room to me, resting his large stomach on my bed while his shirt buttons strained to contain it. ‘We spoke to the consulate and tracked down your passport on the database.’

      ‘Great. Was I on holiday or do I live here?’

      ‘You’re not a Spanish national. You were visiting.’

      ‘Okay,’ I said fervently. ‘What else did you find?’

      ‘We contacted the airline you flew with and located your booking.’ He snapped his fingers, and Garcia handed him a notepad. ‘You flew into Madrid on the Friday just past, the twenty-first of June. It was a return flight. Looks like you flew alone and were planning to leave four days later,’ he said, reading from the pages.

      ‘So I didn’t fly here with friends?’

      ‘There were no other passengers linked to your booking.’

      ‘Did you find a record of a hotel reservation or car hire?’

      ‘Nothing under your name.’

      So I’d arrived alone without accommodation booked or a means to travel to this remote town. How did I get down here? It didn’t make sense. ‘Did you locate my mother and sister?’

      ‘We didn’t try.’

      ‘Why not?’ I asked, frustrated.

      ‘Because they’re not listed as the next of kin on your passport.’

      ‘Not listed as my next of kin?’

      ‘That’s right. And the rules are we have to call your next of kin. So we did.’

      I was baffled. ‘And who’s that?’

      ‘William Thompson.’

      I shook my head. ‘I don’t know a William Thompson.’

      ‘You should. He’s your husband.’
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      ‘There’s got to be a mistake,’ I said. ‘I’m not married.’

      ‘Yes, you are,’ Alvarez glanced down at his notepad, ‘to William Adam Thompson. Residential address, twenty Christchurch Road, Kingston upon Thames, United Kingdom. He’s listed as your next of kin.’

      I made a dismissive sound while frantically scouring my brain for the recollection of a husband. My eyes dropped to my ring finger but there was no ring.

      ‘You go by the name of Faith Amelia Thompson now. James is your maiden name,’ he continued dispassionately.

      I wanted to say something witty like I think I’d remember getting married and moving overseas, but that was the problem. I couldn’t. I had a gaping crevasse in my memory that seemed to be missing a number of events.

      I tried to breathe and think, breathe and think.

      Who was this William Thompson? Casting my mind back ten years, I couldn’t recall knowing him. It seemed that one elusive decade had changed everything. I’d met him, married him and moved away from my home.

      That awful, confused feeling began to gnaw at me again and I struggled to concentrate on Inspector Alvarez’s words.

      ‘I don’t feel so good,’ I said, rolling onto my side and burying my head in the pillow. It was strange, like vertigo. It arrived out of nowhere and barrelled over me with brutality. I wondered if I’d ever be able to carry on a normal conversation again without feeling so instantaneously impaired.

      ‘Her cognition was impacted by the head injury,’ Doctor Gonzalez told Alvarez. ‘Stressful situations can cause a heightened physical response.’

      Inspector Alvarez hitched up his pants. ‘One more thing. He’s on his way.’

      I lifted my head from the pillow. ‘What?’

      ‘He’s flying over from England to collect you.’

      My heart stopped. ‘Why would he do that?’

      Inspector Alvarez blinked at me with confusion. ‘Because he’s your husband.’

      I shook my head, mortified. ‘He doesn’t need to come here. I’ll fly home to Australia.’

      ‘But you’re married to him. And you live in England.’

      ‘No, I…’ I shook my head again. ‘No, no, no.’

      ‘It’s too late. He’s already in the air.’

      I stared at him. ‘He can’t seriously be coming here.’

      ‘He said he was taking the kids to his mother’s house and would get straight on a plane.’

      ‘Kids?’ My stomach lurched and I leaned over, vomiting all over Inspector Alvarez’s shoes.
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        * * *

      

      ‘But why would he come here?’ I wailed.

      Sister Lopez pushed the bed table across my lap and set out my lunch. ‘Because he’s your husband. He’s obviously worried about you.’ Her voice softened. ‘Just because you can’t remember him, doesn’t mean he can’t remember you.’

      I let out a long breath and lay my head against the pillow. Lunch was the last thing on my mind as Sister Lopez pulled the lid off a bowl of paella.

      ‘It’s not just him I don’t remember. I have children. How could I have forgotten I have children?’ I was starting to feel that horribly panicked feeling again.

      Sister Lopez patted my hand. ‘You need to give this time. Recalling memory can be a slow process. Sometimes people gain it back the next day, for others, it takes a bit longer. The more you rest, the quicker you will recover, the more you will remember.’

      It was hard to believe what she was saying. Three days had passed and physically, I was improving, but it had done nothing to fill the huge hole in my memory. I had misplaced ten years like I’d misplaced a set of keys. A knock to the head and time had marched on without me.

      ‘Try to eat. You need your energy,’ Sister Lopez said.

      I wiped a tear that had fallen onto my cheek. ‘Do you have children?’

      ‘I have three. They are all grown up now and have families of their own. Now I have six grandchildren.’

      ‘That’s nice.’ Her kind, motherly ways made sense to me now.

      ‘They are lovely. With so much energy.’

      ‘I bet you’re a wonderful grandmother. They’re lucky to have you.’

      ‘I’m the lucky one.’ She smiled to herself.

      ‘Do you think my mum sees my children often?’ I asked thoughtfully.

      ‘I’m sure she does.’

      ‘I can’t see how if I live in England.’

      England. In a house. With a husband and kids. The thought of it made more tears flow.

      There were children missing me somewhere, a husband who was rushing to my bedside, a life awaiting my return.

      I had so many questions. How many children did I have? What kind of person was I in this new world? Was I happy? Did I have friends? Did I work or did I stay at home? It was staggering to contemplate marrying someone, making love to them, giving birth to their children, then forgetting it ever happened.

      ‘Some good will come of it, at least,’ Sister Lopez said. ‘He may be able to shed light on why you were visiting Spain. Talking with loved ones can often bring it all back.’

      I hadn’t thought of that. ‘Yes, I suppose.’

      ‘He is probably very handsome.’ She giggled and I knew she was trying to raise my spirits. ‘I’m sure the moment you see him you will remember exactly who he is and why you married him. I bet you have a wonderful life together and are very much in love.’

      I smiled. ‘I hope so.’

      ‘Now try to eat. It will give you strength.’

      ‘Maybe later. I’m kind of over rice.’ I pushed the table to the side. ‘I’d give anything for a cup of tea, though.’ As soon as the words were out, I wasn’t sure why I’d said them. I wasn’t a tea drinker. I loved espresso, strong and black. And yet I had an inexplicable craving for a sweet, milky tea.

      Sister Lopez cleared my lunch away. ‘Poor Inspector Alvarez’s shoes.’

      I glanced at her and caught her smile. ‘I feel terrible. I’ll replace them as soon as I can access some money.’

      She waved her hand. ‘Oh, don’t worry about him.’

      ‘Do you really think I was attacked by a gang?’

      ‘What he says is true. We do have a youth gang problem here. It’s a small town and the kids get bored. They keep themselves occupied by doing bad things. But Doctor Gonzalez thinks you were in a car.’

      ‘Is it possible he got it wrong?’

      Sister Lopez shrugged. ‘There are many mysterious things about your trip, cariño. You might be the only one who can tell us what happened.’
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        * * *

      

      I was forewarned of William’s arrival.

      Inspector Alvarez called Doctor Gonzalez, who informed Sister Lopez, who told me that he would be landing at three in the afternoon at Madrid airport and would head straight down to Santa Florentina. That meant he would likely arrive at the hospital around eight in the evening. As the long hand circled the clock face, I grew anxious with trepidation.

      Sister Lopez helped me to the bathroom to get ready. Facing the mirror, I tried to smooth the short strands of hair that stuck out at odd angles from beneath the bandage. There was nothing I could do about the limp green hospital gown or the bruises on my body. I brushed my teeth and sprayed deodorant from a small pack of toiletries Sister Lopez had given me.

      I was eager to impress. Having grown curious about this stranger, I wanted to know what he was like, whether he was handsome and kind, for there must have been a reason I’d married him.

      And I didn’t want to disappoint. I wanted him to see me and for me to feel his love, to have an instantaneous surge of memories come rushing back.

      At seven-thirty, Sister Lopez was preparing her handover to the night nurse when Doctor Gonzalez and another man entered the room, pausing by the door to confer. With my heart in my throat, I tried not to stare when they came closer to the bed.

      ‘It will take time and patience,’ I heard Doctor Gonzalez say quietly. ‘We will put you in touch with support services in the UK.’

      The man nodded.

      ‘Faith, you have a visitor,’ Doctor Gonzalez said, clapping his hands together softly. ‘This is William, your husband.’

      I felt all eyes in the room trained on me as I looked up at him. He was not what I expected, not someone my twenty-five-year-old self would have been drawn to. Dressed in a white collared shirt rolled up at the sleeves and grey trousers, he looked like he’d come straight from the office. His leather shoes were brown and he was tall and lean with fair hair. Intense blue eyes were framed with black-rimmed spectacles and a dimple moved in his cheek as I watched his jaw clench.

      ‘Hey,’ he said.

      ‘Hi.’ I thrust my hand out. ‘I’m Faith.’

      He frowned. ‘I know.’

      I blushed and pulled my hand back. We fell silent, his eyes sweeping over my bandage and across the bruises on my face and neck.

      ‘Are you okay?’ he asked.

      His demeanour was icy but there seemed to be concern, at least, in his question. ‘I think so.’

      ‘As I mentioned earlier,’ Doctor Gonzalez interjected, ‘Faith sustained a grade three concussion. Although her physical injuries are healing nicely, it has affected her memory. We’re guessing at best that she’s lost the last ten years. I’m also observing some cognitive impairment such as her ability to cope with stressful situations and her short concentration span.’

      ‘Will she get better?’ William asked.

      He had a nice voice and an accent I liked. While he watched the doctor, I watched him, his facial expressions, the way his hands rested in his trouser pockets.

      The way he wouldn’t quite meet my eyes. Interesting.

      ‘It will take time,’ Doctor Gonzalez said. ‘Progress will be slow.’

      William nodded again.

      ‘I would like to keep her in for a few more days for monitoring. You are welcome to stay with her tonight. We can wheel in a bed for you.’

      ‘I’ll stay at the hotel,’ he said quickly.

      Doctor Gonzalez and I exchanged a surprised look.

      ‘Oh, it’s just that it would benefit her progress if you could spend time with her immediately.’

      William looked away. ‘I’ll come back tomorrow.’

      Doctor Gonzalez clamped his mouth shut. ‘As you wish.’ He left my bedside to talk to Sister Lopez and the arriving night nurse.

      ‘So will you be all right here?’ he asked.

      ‘Oh, I’ll be fine,’ I said, forcing a smile.

      ‘I’ll see you tomorrow then.’

      He didn’t reach out to touch my hand or lean down to kiss me, all the things I’d mentally prepared myself for. He hadn’t run into the room earlier either, to throw his arms around me and declare he would never let me out of his sight again. This cold, impervious creature was not at all what I’d expected.

      He thanked Doctor Gonzalez and left the room. Sister Lopez collected her bag, ready to leave her shift, giving me a sad smile. She’d felt it too. A reunion that had been awkward and void of emotion. I had no answers for her. I didn’t even have them for myself.

      Later that night, I fell into a troubled sleep. The night nurse woke me just once, at three am, to shine a light in my pupils, but sleep either side of that was fragmented.

      I felt myself running along the beach again, the sun bright in my eyes, blood streaming down my face and into my mouth from a head wound. I was chasing after someone, a man, yet the harder I pumped my legs, the further he seemed to get from me. When he turned around, I saw it was William.

      ‘Stop following me,’ he yelled. ‘I don’t know who you are.’

      ‘But it’s me, Faith. Your wife!’

      ‘I don’t remember you!’

      And from there, the dream would play on repeat until I woke at six am, gasping for air as if I’d been holding my breath.
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        * * *

      

      I was exhausted when I woke but resolved to make the most out of my time with William when he returned. All the questions that I hadn’t had the chance to ask him during our brief encounter the day before, I would ask him today, for they whirred around my head like an endless carousel.

      Sister Lopez arrived early, looking exhausted herself. ‘I thought about you all night,’ she said, squeezing my hand.

      ‘I’m okay,’ I said, putting on a brave face.

      ‘I was expecting things to go differently with him.’

      ‘It all takes time, right?’ I said, quoting the line I’d heard a thousand times since I woke in the hospital.

      ‘Yes, you’re right. It does.’

      I climbed out of bed to have a shower, stopping by the window on my way. I parted the curtains, letting bright sunshine spill into cool corners. Across the street fishing trawlers were returning from their dawn expeditions, their day’s catch being offloaded. People idled by on the pathway, trees shifted in a light breeze, seagulls squawked. It was a pace that felt as slow as me.

      Further down the street was the Hotel Casa Blanca. If I craned my neck, I could see the white building with its wrought-iron balconies and pots of bougainvillea. It was the closest hotel to the hospital and the one I imagined William in. Was he there now, having breakfast and getting ready to visit me? Had he slept well or was he just as bewildered as me? Had his sleep been riddled with the same perplexing dreams?

      As opposed as I had been to him coming here, once I’d got my head around it, I’d hoped for a positive reunion, a rush of affection from him that might coax my memories from their hiding place. I’d hoped to see the reason why I’d fallen in love with him, because maybe, with time, I could fall in love with him again.

      But what had occurred instead left me more confused than ever.

      I showered and dried, climbing into a clean hospital gown and returning to bed. Sister Lopez removed the large strips of bandages wrapped around my head, gently peeled away the dressing, and inspected my wound.

      ‘No infection and the wound is healing nicely,’ she said. ‘We can leave the bandages and dressing off now.’

      ‘Great.’

      She handed me a small mirror and I tilted my head to inspect the blue line of stitches and the large, shaved patch where my hair used to be.

      ‘That bit will grow back and no one will ever know it was there,’ Sister Lopez said with a reassuring smile.

      My physical recovery was on track. My head was healing, my sunburn had turned bronze and the bruises had faded to yellow. Although my neck was still sore and my back ached if I stayed in one place for too long, every day I felt stronger.

      ‘Do you think I’ll be moved to the main ward now that I’m improving?’ I asked, handing her back the mirror.

      ‘Doctor Gonzalez is happy for you to stay in the ICU. We don’t have any critical patients at the moment, and he feels it will be beneficial for your progress if you remain here.’

      I was secretly glad. I didn’t want to move into a noisy shared room with other patients. I liked the slow pace of the ICU with Sister Lopez for company, while she told me stories of her grandchildren. I’d even become accustomed to the dour night nurse.

      William arrived at ten-thirty. I was sitting up in bed and Sister Lopez was teaching me basic words in Spanish. We were laughing because I sounded terrible when reciting them back to her.

      We fell silent when William walked in. Sister Lopez bid him good morning and went to sit at her desk.

      He was dressed less conservatively today in jeans and a polo shirt. His hair was still wet from the shower and he smelt nice, like aftershave or deodorant; a clean masculine smell that I liked.

      ‘Good morning.’ He dropped a sports bag onto my bed.

      ‘Morning,’ I replied. ‘How are you?’

      ‘Fine.’ He jammed his hands into his pockets and rocked back and forth on the heels of his shoes. ‘And you?’

      ‘Not bad.’

      ‘That’s good. Your bandage is off.’

      ‘Yes, just now.’

      ‘Is it sore?’

      My hand went up to the shaved patch and I touched the stitches gingerly. ‘A little. They give me pain relief for it. It’s getting better.’

      ‘Oh, good.’

      This wasn’t good. This was awkward. ‘Did you sleep well?’

      ‘Tossed and turned.’

      ‘Same.’

      He looked around the room as if he didn’t have a clue what he was doing there.

      ‘I’m sorry about this,’ I said. ‘I’m really nervous. I don’t remember much.’

      ‘The doctor told me.’

      ‘Right. It must be weird for you.’

      ‘It’s just… I don’t know.’ He shrugged, looking bewildered. ‘He said you’ve lost the last ten years of your memories.’

      ‘It seems that way,’ I replied.

      ‘So you don’t remember anything? You don’t remember me?’

      The weight of his stare made my voice unsteady. ‘No, I’m sorry.’

      ‘The wedding, our home in London?’

      I shook my head.

      ‘Please tell me you haven’t forgotten the kids.’

      I squirmed. Oh God.

      ‘Wow, okay.’ He looked incredulous, which was a little unfair. I couldn’t help the predicament I was in. I hadn’t asked for this.

      ‘He said my memories should come back to me eventually,’ I said.

      William’s eyebrows went up, but he said nothing.

      ‘Why don’t you take a seat?’ I indicated the chair Doctor Gonzalez always sat in.

      He pulled it closer to my bedside and sat.

      ‘What’s in the bag?’ I asked.

      ‘Some of your things from home. I wasn’t sure what you already had here.’

      ‘I don’t have anything. I lost it all at some point, so thank you.’

      I pulled the bag onto my lap and unzipped it. Inside were jeans, shorts, singlets and a dress. There were sandals and Converse, a bottle of perfume, shampoo and conditioner and a new toothbrush and toothpaste.

      ‘So this is my stuff?’ I asked.

      ‘The stuff you left behind before you walked out.’

      I caught the tone of his voice and zipped up the bag. ‘William⁠—’

      ‘You never call me William,’ he said.

      ‘Oh, I don’t?’

      ‘You call me Will. You’ve called me Will since the day we met.’ His gaze was unfathomable.

      ‘Okay,’ I said slowly. ‘And what do you call me?’

      ‘Faith. I just call you Faith.’

      ‘Right. One syllable. Pretty standard.’

      He almost smiled and I liked the way it softened his face.

      ‘So my new last name is Thompson?’ I asked.

      ‘It’s our married name.’

      ‘Faith Thompson,’ I said, sounding it out. It was as foreign to me as the man sitting by my bed. Piece by piece I was being stripped away and replaced with a woman I didn’t recognise. A woman with a new last name and address, with a new husband and children. Her hair was short, her body different and she was ten years older.

      Who was she? Who was I?

      ‘They told me you were found on a beach,’ Will said.

      My thoughts returned to the room. ‘Yes, I was.’

      ‘And you don’t know how you got there?’

      ‘No. A fisherman brought me in. I think I have flashbacks of the beach, but I only really remember waking up in this bed.’

      ‘And you lost everything? Your purse, passport, luggage.’

      ‘Yes. The police said it was a gang attack, but the doctor thinks I have seatbelt injuries.’

      This piece of information made his brow furrow. ‘Did they find a crash site, a car?’

      ‘I don’t think so.’

      He nodded, chewing his bottom lip, like he wanted to say more but was deciding against it.

      ‘Do you know why I was in Spain?’ I asked.

      He sighed deeply and leant back in the chair. ‘You told me you needed to get away.’

      ‘From what?’

      ‘The kids. The house. Me, probably. I don’t know. You just left.’

      Just left? There seemed to be more to that story, but he turned away slightly, as though the topic was off limits. I felt a surge of frustration. I couldn’t remember any of it, and I needed him to fill in the blanks. What had happened in those days leading up to Spain? Why had I needed to get away?

      Eventually and reluctantly, though, I let it slide too, sensing that it was delicate ground for us both. If I persisted, he would simply close down, and I still had many more questions to ask. I changed to a safer subject. ‘Do I have a job in London?’

      His shoulders relaxed. ‘Yes. You went back six months after having our last child.’

      ‘I see.’ The concept that I’d even borne children was still mind-boggling.

      ‘You work there with Emily,’ he added

      My head jerked up in surprise. That name again. Emily. ‘Who’s Emily?’

      ‘A friend of yours. Well, a friend of ours.’

      ‘I know her name,’ I said, ‘but I can’t picture her face.’

      ‘You were supposed to be here in Spain with her but when I spoke to her, she said she knew about it but had never made plans to go with you.’

      ‘The consulate said I travelled alone,’ I told him.

      He didn’t respond, just stared at me with those cold, blue eyes. They were the most beautiful eyes I’d ever seen, yet they held a look that I couldn’t interpret. Was it disbelief, disdain? I wished I knew, or remembered, how to read them.

      I cleared my throat. ‘So have I known this Emily for long? Are we good friends?’

      ‘The best of friends. Actually, she was a friend of mine first. I introduced the two of you and she got you the job when you moved to London.’

      He leant in towards me. ‘But Faith, are you seriously telling me you can’t remember any of this? I mean, come on.’ He threw me that disbelieving look again. ‘You can drop the act now. I’m here, you’ve got my attention.’

      My mouth fell open. I was gobsmacked. ‘It’s not an act.’ But even as I said the words, he watched me sceptically. And I met his stare, wondering what kind of a marriage we really had.
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