

[image: Paradise by Julie Cohen, two cream wooden deck chairs overlooking a idyllic lake with a blue and pink sunset.]








Praise for Julie Cohen


‘Elegant, thoughtful and powerful’
Daisy Buchanan


‘A cobweb of a book: beautifully intricate and delicate’
Veronica Henry


‘A truly beautiful story of love, desire, identity and courage – Julie Cohen is at her spellbinding best’
Rosie Walsh


‘Wonderfully written and evocative’
Woman & Home


‘Beautifully written and thought-provoking’
Kate Eberlen


‘Loved every page!’
Claire Dyer


‘Simmering with passions, it is a testament to
the enduring power of love’
Sunday Mirror


‘Poignant and heartfelt’
Prima


‘Wonderfully evocative’
Woman’s Weekly


‘A must read from Julie Cohen’
Good Housekeeping











For all my friends at the pond, and especially for
Harriet
Chris
Kathy
Regine
We miss you every summer and always.







PARADISE


JULIE COHEN


[image: Orion publisher logo]









Part One



Paradise Lost












Chapter One



Katie


The day of the accident


I’m floating on my back in the lake. High above, the sun beats down and paints the water with flakes of hammered gold.


My body lies at the middle of a series of concentric circles. Ripples spread out, tipped with gold. Then the dark-blue shape of the lake, surrounded by a ring of smoke-blue mountains, soft as breath. And above it all, the dome of blue sky. Circles upon spheres, time cycling once again to summer.


Here I am. Part of the water, part of the sky. I spread my fingers and toes, the water like velvet. It’s the best place on earth. It never changes. Heaven. Eden. Paradise.


And then I wake up.


Everything hurts.


Everything.


Oh, God, what’s wrong?


No, not everything – mostly my head.


I move a little bit and my head responds with a bolt of pain.


When I open my eyes, it hurts more. Light assaults me. I close them, but a few – seconds? Minutes? Hours? – later, I try again. I blink and squint, and can’t seem to open my eyes very much, but I can just about see part of a wall, part of a grey curtain, and a cupboard.


‘Where am I?’ I whisper. What a cliché. If I can identify clichés, that is a good thing, right? Thinking. Also good. What is this? Was I in an accident? Am I very hungover? I clench my hand around something soft: a blanket. I’m lying down. I’m in a bed.


It’s a hospital. I can smell it.


I attempt to sit up. My head hurts enough to make me cry out and fall back onto the pillow.


‘Oh, you’re awake,’ says a soft voice. A hand on my wrist, a hand on my forehead; brief touches. A woman I don’t recognise. In scrubs. Wearing a surgical mask.


‘Are you a nurse?’


‘Got it,’ she says and her eyes smile. ‘I’m Debbie. What’s your name?’


‘Katie.’


‘Oh, good. I’m glad you’re with us again. You were awake a little while ago and didn’t seem to be very together. How are you feeling, Katie?’


‘My head really hurts.’


‘I’m not surprised. Do you remember what happened?’


‘Migraine?’ My words feel slower than usual. My tongue is dry.


‘Do you get migraines?’


‘Sometimes.’ I touch my face and wince. My eyelids feel terribly swollen and they hurt to the touch.


‘You’ve got a couple of black eyes,’ the nurse tells me.


‘So … not a migraine.’


‘Not unless you normally get a migraine from trying to knock down a tree with your head.’


‘Not … what?’ The light’s bright, too bright, and I try to follow the nurse’s words, but they seem to be spiralling around the room and their movement makes me nauseated.


‘Are you going to—’ Something cardboard appears under my chin. As soon as I’ve finished being sick, the nurse whisks it away, wiping my mouth with gentle hands. Good service in this place. 10/10 – would visit again. I close my eyes because it hurts less and everything goes away for a little while.


‘Katie, how are you feeling?’ someone says, someone different; an overly cheerful voice. It recalls another time, a thirsty time, when I had my appendix out the day before my junior prom. I clear my throat and words come out, but they seem detached from me and I’m not really sure what they mean.


‘Is there someone we can call for you?’


One number at a time, as they arise. Then back to sleep.


Kitty. From a long way away.


Kittycat. Meow.


‘Kitty …’ and it’s my dad’s name for me. It’s my dad. My dad holding my hand, stroking my arm; my dad’s here and it’s OK.


‘Dad,’ I say. I turn my head a little and there he is. His hair is shorter than the last time I saw him. His glasses are crooked above his surgical mask.


‘Oh, Kittycat. You’re awake.’ He squeezes my hand. ‘We’ve been worried.’


‘Typical Katie. Anything for attention.’


My brother, Shane, is on the other side of the bed. He is also wearing a mask. What’s with the masks?


He sits beside me and I realise I’ve got an IV in my arm, with clear fluid going into it. ‘What happened?’ I ask.


Dad gently squeezes my hand. ‘Do you remember?’


The last thing I remember is … ‘Which hospital is this?’


‘Casablanca Community Hospital,’ says Shane. ‘Western Maine’s finest. It looks exactly the same as when I was in here as a kid.’


It hurts to think. ‘We’re in Maine?’


‘Last time I checked.’


‘When did I get here?’


‘This morning.’


‘The nurse … said something about a tree?’


‘You were riding a bicycle and an ATV hit you. It knocked you off your bike and you went flying across the road, and hit a tree with your head.’ My dad is putting on a brave face, but even with my head pounding and half his face covered, I can tell he’s terrified. ‘The guy’s from out of state. He didn’t know who you were. He called an ambulance and followed behind it. The nurse said he was beside himself. He wouldn’t leave, and stayed in the waiting room until Shane and I showed up. We had to promise to call him with updates.’


‘So he hit you with his recreational vehicle,’ says Shane. ‘But at least he’s sorry about it.’


‘Those things travel way too fast up there,’ my dad says. ‘There’s a fifteen-mile-an-hour speed limit, but you can’t tell me that he wasn’t going faster than that to knock you right across the road. We have to do something about that – it’s an absolute travesty. He said he didn’t see you pull out, but—’


‘Later, Dad,’ says Shane and my dad shuts up.


‘How’s the bicycle?’ I ask, because I know my dad rants about things like road safety when he is frightened and I want everything to go back to normal. I don’t feel normal, though.


‘We didn’t ask. It wasn’t our highest priority.’


‘How do I look?’


‘Like shit,’ says Shane. I attempt to elbow him with the arm that has the IV. I can tell he feels sorry for me because he could dodge it easily, but doesn’t.


‘I feel it.’ Now that I’m properly awake there’s pain all over my body, though it’s worst in my head. ‘Why are you wearing masks?’


‘Just to be safe,’ says Dad. ‘There are a lot of sick people here.’


‘Well, yeah, it’s a hospital.’


‘I’ll go call Brian,’ says my dad, and gets up and goes into the hallway. I’m not sure who Brian is – maybe one of his golf buddies. Maybe Dad interrupted a game to come here. For the first time, I register the absence of someone who should be here.


‘Where’s Nic?’


My brother, beside me, shrugs. ‘I don’t know.’


‘Why isn’t she—’


The masked nurse appears again, checks my temperature and blood pressure, and looks into my eyes. Once my father returns, she informs everyone that I don’t have any broken bones and that I’m showing no signs of internal bleeding or brain swelling, but that I was unconscious for a couple of hours and most likely have a concussion, and that she expects the doctor will do some neurological tests and order that I stay in the hospital for at least a night for observation. She calls me lucky and asks me if I want any pain relief.


I say yes.


It seems as if I should deserve the heavy guns when it comes to painkillers, but the nurse gives me two Tylenol. I’m so exhausted by these simple conversations that I go back to sleep soon after taking the pills. But this time, as I close my eyes, despite the pain, I feel safe.


I’m woken up, I don’t know how much later, by being hugged. Somehow I can tell it’s a man, and, by instinct, my arms go up to hug him back. It feels good. At first I think it’s Shane, but then I open my eyes, see dark curly hair, smell an unfamiliar shampoo.


‘You had me so frightened,’ says the man into my shoulder. ‘I thought you were never coming back.’ I can’t see his face. I drop my arms.


‘I’m back,’ I say, as cheerfully as I can. He straightens up, one hand still on my arm. He, too, is wearing a mask, so it takes me a minute to put things together – the brown eyes, the curly hair – and recognise him.


‘Bryan?’


This was who my father said he was going to call? My neighbour, the guy in the apartment next door to my rental in Philly, the one whose pizza I was delivered once? We say hello in the hallway, talk about the weather. I don’t even know his last name. Just Bryan with a y, from Number 212.


There are tears in his eyes. One falls and wets his mask.


Why does he care? Why is he here in the hospital?


‘Don’t worry,’ I say. ‘I’m told I’m going to be OK.’


‘Thank God.’ He squeezes my arm. Shane gets up from a chair and pushes it towards the bed so this guy can sit beside me. I shoot Shane a look. To be honest, I’m still feeling awful and I could do with not having to reassure someone who’s basically a stranger. Also, even with a mask on, he’s quite good-looking, and Shane has already told me that I’m not at my best.


‘I found your bike when I came back from the cemetery,’ Bryan says. ‘It’s a wreck. I’ve been going nuts, trying to find out what happened. And then your father called—’


‘I didn’t have your number,’ Dad says to him, apologetically. ‘I had to look you up and call your office. That’s why it took so long.’


‘Why …’ I start to ask, but it all seems like too much to work out.


‘That’s OK,’ says Bryan. ‘I’m just glad you got hold of me. And you’ve got my number now.’


‘Are you the person who hit me?’ I ask. My head is pounding. I wonder when I can get more Tylenol, or something stronger. I wonder if I shouldn’t say anything about not blaming him for the accident, for insurance purposes or whatever. But what are the chances of my neighbour in Philadelphia hitting me with an ATV by mistake in Maine?


I scrunch my swollen eyes shut, trying to remember what happened. I can sort of imagine it, purely from how I feel: an ATV going hell for leather on the main road, Bryan driving it, maybe talking on his phone so he’s not paying attention. The ATV was green. Or maybe red. It would have been really noisy – those things make a huge racket, so how did I not hear it? What was I doing? Did I have headphones in?


I don’t remember.


‘Me?’ says Bryan. ‘No, I didn’t hit you. I was looking all over for you. The bike was ruined and I didn’t know where you’d gone. I thought you’d wandered off and you were hurt …’


His hand is still on my arm, which is weird. I extricate my arm, but gently, so I don’t offend him because he also seems to be having a shitty day.


‘I should have waited for you,’ he continues. ‘I can’t forgive myself. If I’d waited, this would never have happened.’


‘Why are you in Maine?’ I ask him.


‘Don’t you remember?’


I don’t. Not the accident, not coming to Maine, not anything to do with my neighbour. And this …


I’ve been in pain, but now I start to feel frightened. My brain is slow, dull, throbbing.


‘Kitty, what’s wrong?’


‘How did I get here?’


‘You were in an accident. The man who hit you called an ambulance.’


‘No. I mean – how did I get to Maine? And why was I riding a bicycle in the middle of winter?’


My brother laughs. He’s the only one.


‘And why are you all wearing surgical masks? Have I got some sort of contagious disease?’


‘You shouldn’t joke like this after knocking your head,’ says Shane. ‘You’ll get people scared.’


Bryan seems to be speechless. So I turn to the one person who I know I can trust, who I know has never lied to me: my dad.


‘Why did you have to call my neighbour?’


Dad walks over to my bed, Shane and Bryan stepping back to give him room. He puts his hand on my forehead – the way he used to do to me when I was a little girl and I had a fever, or to my brother when he was sick from chemo. I notice that his hand is shaking a little.


‘Kitty,’ he says, and his voice is so loving, so careful, and above his mask his eyes are so kind, and that’s what he was like when my brother was sick, when he thought that Shane was going to die, and I can hardly breathe.


‘Kitty, sweetheart,’ he says. ‘It’s summertime. You and Bryan came up to Maine yesterday. You drove up from Philadelphia.’


Now I am shaking a little, too.


‘Why did Bryan come with me?’


My dad looks at Bryan.


‘To meet your family and to see the place you grew up,’ Bryan says.


‘But … why?’


‘Don’t you remember?’ says Bryan. He sounds upset. ‘We’re in love with each other.’


‘You started dating during the pandemic,’ says my dad gently.


‘What do you mean “during the pandemic”?’ I ask.


And I can’t see their full faces, but I know I have said something very wrong.












Chapter Two



A neurologist comes and I have tests, both verbal and physical. Everyone is muted, worried, but the doctor seems more intrigued than anything, so I try to answer his questions as fully as I can.


My head still hurts, especially when I sit up or try to move. The Tylenol doesn’t touch it. But I’m alarmed enough to force myself to stay awake and alert, and attempt to figure all this out.


Bryan, whom I am supposedly dating, stays in the room with my dad while I go off to get a CAT scan. If it were just me, I would send Bryan away. He’s always seemed like a nice guy, but I don’t know him.


But Dad knows Bryan. He agrees that Bryan and I have been dating for about a year. And my father has never lied to me in my life. Not about good news (Shane’s remission) or bad news (my mother leaving). Not even when I was about six and asked him how babies were made. I’ve always known that if I call him up and ask him his opinion about something, he will ask me if I really want to hear it, and, if I insist, he will gently, kindly, tell me exactly what he thinks and why. No, you should not buy that car. Yes, you should see a doctor. No, that job isn’t worth your time.


Maybe Bryan has convinced my father somehow, too.


When he’s asking questions, the doctor notices that I keep on looking at my dad and Bryan instead of paying full attention to him, and he asks them to leave the room for a little while and go get some coffee.


‘It’s clear that you have some memory loss,’ the doctor tells me. ‘This isn’t unusual following a head injury. The good news is that you don’t have any anterograde amnesia, which is the inability to form new memories, which is a more common long-term problem. You’re able to follow conversations, your short-term memory since regaining consciousness is intact. The other good news is that I’ve had a look at your scans and I don’t see any brain damage.’


I let out a great breath of relief.


‘So any memory problems you’re experiencing are likely to be temporary.’


‘I don’t really have amnesia?’


‘No, you do. You don’t have anterograde amnesia. What you’re experiencing is retrograde amnesia.’


‘But that’s when people forget everything about themselves. I know everything. I know my name and my birthday, and where I went to school, and my social security number, and what my job is and who my family are. I know everything except about the last … I don’t know how long. I missed a global pandemic. And dating my neighbour.’


The doctor’s eyes smile kindly above his mask. ‘It’s much more common for people to only lose more recent memories when they experience trauma. Many accident victims, for example, never remember the moment it happened. It’s almost as if the brain protects itself.’


‘I don’t remember the accident,’ I say.


‘And you may never recall it. But you will most likely recover the memories you’ve lost. Retrograde amnesia due to head injury is usually temporary. It only lasts hours, or perhaps days.’


‘My dad is scared.’


‘Are you scared?’


I bite my lip. ‘Frankly, I don’t believe a word you’re saying, so it’s hard for me to be scared. It seems to be a much simpler explanation that all of you are making this up.’


The doctor nods. ‘It’s natural to want to believe that you’re not mistaken and sometimes our brains prefer to invent fictional explanations rather than acknowledge that there is a deficit. But your family will be able to show you documentary evidence of what you’ve forgotten, which may help.’


‘I don’t mind missing a pandemic. But I would like to remember falling in love. It feels as if I’ve missed the whole fun part. And why did I fall in love with him? I’m not a relationship person.’


‘I can’t really comment on that,’ says the doctor. ‘But I will suggest that you and your family spend some time talking about what you do remember, and how much they can corroborate. Pinning down some dates might help you. And I really do think that once you’re home, in a familiar setting, you will find that you remember more and more.’


‘You’re sure?’


‘Well. It’s neurology, not mathematics. Everyone heals at a different rate. But you’re young and healthy, and there’s no reason to suppose that your memory won’t go back to normal.’


‘What if it’s not my brain? What if something horrible happened to me – not the accident or the pandemic, something else – and I don’t want to remember it, for psychological reasons?’


I don’t even know that I’m going to ask that until I do.


There’s the answer to his earlier question: I am scared. Because if I don’t remember everything about who I am, how do I know I’m still me?


He considers. ‘People do suppress painful memories, in order to function. But with therapy and time, people can recover. Do you have any reason to suspect that might be true?’


‘If I did, I wouldn’t remember it. So how do I know?’


His phone buzzes and he glances at the screen. ‘Get some rest tonight. You should be able to go home tomorrow, or the next day. Odds are, your memory will come back before those black eyes have faded.’


Then he leaves, and visiting hours are over, and I’m left all alone with a pounding head and my fear.


The doctor told me that people tend to sleep a lot after a head injury, even a relatively mild one, but that night I sleep very little. My entire body hurts, the hospital bed is uncomfortable, the ward is noisy and someone comes in to take observations every few hours. But that’s not why I’m awake. My brain, injured or not, is too busy. I keep on trying to put together what I know for certain, and what others have been telling me, and the gap between these two things is black and terrifying and incomprehensible.


How could I have done things that I don’t remember? Is there going to be a big blank space in my life for ever? What if it happens again, what if it gets worse, and I forget my brother, my job, my best friend, my father, myself?


My throat keeps closing up. I feel as if I’ve drunk a million cups of coffee and also fallen off a building. I’m on the verge of a panic attack and I only fend it off through concentrating on each breath, one by one.


Every time my heart slows a little, I try to think back to the last thing I remember. Try to pinpoint the exact time and place my old life ended.


It’s difficult to know what your last memory is. I’ve never had to do it before. Usually, life is a continuity from one moment to the next and if someone says, ‘What’s the last thing you remember?’, it’s referring to a specific incident in time. They want to know what’s the last thing you remember about Friday night’s party, or the last thing you remember before being abandoned by your mother. There are signposts to help you contextualise that moment. There’s a story that makes sense.


It’s entirely different when you’re trying to remember the last thing you remember before there was a massive hole where you remember nothing.


When the doctor asked me this afternoon, I said that I remembered being in my apartment in Philadelphia. Although it’s not strictly my apartment; I’m on a short-term lease while I work for Franklin Bank. I don’t even own the furniture.


When I try to recall, I get more of a feeling than a memory – the feeling of something ending. It’s a familiar feeling, though usually it’s associated with Maine, not anywhere else. For all of my life, the lake was where I began and ended my summers. It was the feeling of school vacation, summer romances, adventures with my best friend, and watching those things pass by with every sunset over the water. I’ve lived in dozens of places, but I only ever regret leaving the lake.


So when the doctor asked me what time of year it was, I said, ‘Autumn.’ And it felt right, because that’s the season for that feeling of ending. But then I thought a minute, remembered snow outside the window, falling down between the brownstones, and said, ‘No, it’s winter.’


But then my dad said, ‘Kitty, sweetheart, it’s June.’ And when I told him it wasn’t, when I said no, June was my favourite month, I’d know if it were June, he showed me his phone with the date on the lock screen. It’s midsummer day, 2021, and about seventeen months after the last memory I’ve just been talking about.


Everything seems slippery and untrue. Even June.












Chapter Three



I must have slept, because I wake up to the nurse swishing back my curtains and saying, ‘Breakfast!’ And maybe it’s because she’s so cheerful, or maybe it’s because my head hurts a little less, or maybe it’s because I’ve finally figured it out, I don’t feel frightened. Everything makes sense now. Occam’s razor: the simplest solution is the true one.


Everyone has been lying to me. This is a practical joke. Shane’s orchestrated it, somehow. He used to love practical jokes. He used to bring a fake hand to chemo to freak out the nurses. One time, growing up in Connecticut, he charmed his entire sixth-grade class into turning their desks around so that when his teacher walked into the room after lunch, she was confronted with twenty-seven children facing the wrong way.


And if I can remember such a silly and long-ago memory, this is proof that my brain has nothing wrong with it and it’s all my ridiculous younger brother’s fault.


There are some holes in this theory, I will admit. For one: why would Shane keep on with the joke if he knows that I’m frightened? His jokes have always been harmless. And he hasn’t really done any pranks since he was a little kid. Also, why would Bryan look so sad? Why would my dad go along with it?


And of course there’s the big one: why, when I look out the window, can I see summer leaves on the trees?


But all of that can wait until I get a chance to call Shane out, and he can have his laugh, and stop it, and we can all go back to normal. Meanwhile, a volunteer brings me a tray with toast and cornflakes, and a cup of orange juice, which I drink gratefully.


I’m attempting to spread grape jelly on toast when I hear a slight sound nearby and look up.


It’s Nic. She’s wearing a mask but I’d know her anywhere. She’s in a T-shirt, shorts and sandals, short dark hair pushed back from her face, her skin freckled and tanned, her arms full of beaded and woven bracelets. My best friend, my person.


‘It isn’t visiting hours,’ she says. ‘But I came now so I wouldn’t run into anyone.’


‘Thank God you’re here,’ I say, in relief and joy. ‘What took you so long?’


She takes a step forward. I can’t see her expression, but her arms are crossed over her chest as if she expects to be struck.


‘I’m OK,’ I tell her. But she doesn’t come any closer. ‘Listen, tell me something. Is this all one of my brother’s pranks?’


‘I wouldn’t know,’ she says.


‘What day is it?’


‘It’s the twenty-second of June.’


Shit. Like my father, Nic also does not lie as a rule, and she has never enjoyed a practical joke.


‘What year?’


‘2021.’


‘Was there really a global pandemic and lots of people died, and we weren’t allowed to leave our houses for months and months?’


‘Yes.’


‘Is it over now? Why is everyone still wearing masks?’


‘To be safe, I guess. Everything has opened up, but it’s not over. Just the worst of it. We’re still dealing with it.’


‘So … everything is different.’


‘That’s an understatement.’


She is not looking at me. She’s looking at something behind my head. I try to see what it is, but twisting my neck hurts.


‘Are you OK?’ I ask.


‘Are you OK?’


My throat is clogged with dread and I’m not sure what’s going on. ‘Can I have a hug, please?’


She comes no closer. ‘Shane says that you’ve forgotten everything since like the beginning of 2020.’


‘That’s what they tell me.’


‘Is that real or is it bullshit you’ve made up so you don’t have to deal with stuff?’


This is typical Nic. At least one thing hasn’t changed.


‘It’s real. Does it sound like something I’d make up?’


‘It seems … very convenient.’


‘It’s not convenient. It’s really scary, Nic. Did Shane tell you that I’ve forgotten that I have a boyfriend?’


‘I met him.’ Her voice is flat. ‘The day before yesterday.’


‘What do you mean by that?’


‘By the fact that I met him?’


‘By the way that you sound. You don’t like him?’


‘I have no opinion one way or the other about him.’ She looks at her watch. ‘Shane said you were asking about me, so I came.’


‘Is your mother all right?’


‘How do you mean?’


‘I mean, with the pandemic. Is this why you’re acting weird? Is she OK?’


‘She’s healthy.’


‘What’s wrong?’


‘What do you mean?’


I put my hand to my aching head. ‘I don’t – this conversation feels slippery. Not normal. Are you not telling me something?’


Nic sighs and leans against the wall. ‘What do you remember about me?’


‘You? You’re my best friend. We’ve known each other since we were nine. We spent every summer together growing up. We know everything about each other.’


‘Do we?’


‘Well, I seem to have forgotten the last year and a half, but, aside from that, yes.’


‘Hmm.’


‘And you’re dating my brother.’


Nic doesn’t answer, and after a moment she rubs her eye and I realise she’s crying.


‘Harriet,’ I say in alarm. ‘What’s wrong?’


‘Don’t call me that.’


‘Are you all right?’


I push aside the breakfast tray and start to get out of bed, but she shakes her head and steps backward, wiping away tears.


‘Do they think you’re ever going to get your memory back?’ she asks.


‘The doctor says I probably will, eventually.’


‘Like, tomorrow? Or ten years from now?’


‘Nobody knows. Nic, tell me what’s wrong. Am I hurt, more badly than they’re telling me?’


‘No one has said anything about that.’


‘Why are you crying? Tell me what happened.’


‘Do you remember what happened before the accident?’


‘No. Did something happen?’


She’s shaking her head. ‘I can’t deal with this.’


‘Deal with what?’


‘This. Everything.’


‘I need you, though, Nic. I can’t remember any of this by myself. I need you to help me.’


She’s shaking her head. ‘I can’t.’


‘You know everything about me. Right now, you know more than I do myself. Why can’t you help me?’


‘This is too much,’ she says. ‘I have to go.’ And before I can say anything else, she turns and flees.












Chapter Four



I first met Nicole Leblanc one June day when she paddled a canoe up to our side of the lake. I was nine years old, and my younger brother, Shane, had leukemia, and I was desperately, desperately lonely. We were in Maine for the summer like we always were, but Shane was in Casablanca hospital after taking a turn for the worse. My mother had left by then. I suppose my grandmother came to look after me – I don’t actually remember. I only remember everything being hushed. I had nothing to do but sit by myself and read.


I was so scared. Every time the phone rang, I thought it would be bad news. I went down to the beach so I wouldn’t hear it. And then came a girl in a canoe, paddling around the point all by herself and totally not afraid of anything, and I knew right away that I wanted to be like her.


That’s the thing about best friends, especially the ones who have known you for most of your life – they teach you how to be a better version of yourself.


I’m impulsive; Nic is introspective. I’m outgoing; Nic is shy. I like making money; Nic likes music. I take risks; Nic likes to play it safe. On paper, you wouldn’t put us together. But friendship is more than similarities or differences. It’s about knowing everything about each other. Being fierce for each other. Always taking each other’s side.


Growing up, I had a large group of friends where I lived in Connecticut – schoolfriends, cheerleading friends, family friends, neighbourhood friends, softball friends, sleepover friends – and then, in the summers in Maine, I had one real friend. We packed more fun and adventure and togetherness into those eight weeks of summer vacation than I had in the whole rest of the year. And those years of childhood and adolescence, spent mostly in two different states, meant that when we grew up, we stayed close when most other childhood friends would have drifted apart.


I work in finance and I’m good at it. I’ve spent my adult life travelling from city to city, country to country, working for whoever can afford me. I might spend the winter in Kuala Lumpur and the spring in Vancouver; my homes are a series of short leases. But every June, for a month at least, I come back to Maine, to my family’s old lake house that we’ve named Paradise. So that’s my real home – the thing that never changes, the touchstone that makes me myself. The old wooden house by the lake and the stream, full of my grandmother’s furniture and books that I’ve read a million times. With my dad, and my brother, and Nic.


Except there’s something wrong between Nic and me. And I don’t remember what it is, and she’s not telling me.












Chapter Five



I’m in the passenger seat of my dad’s car. Dad is driving. Bryan isn’t in the car with us; he’s following us in another car.


This has taken more negotiation than I feel capable of dealing with.


When a nurse came in and said, cheerfully, ‘We’re discharging you!’ my response wasn’t relief, but dread. In a hospital, you don’t have to make any decisions. They are also places where strange things are normal, or at least normal-ish, and have reassuring scientific explanations.


In contrast, right now I’m not even sure what normal is.


More thinking time has given me a clearer sense of what my last memory is. It’s nothing to do with a bicycle or an ATV. The last thing I remember is standing at the window of my Philly rental. It was a weekday afternoon, early January. I was wearing a fluffy bathrobe, after coming back from work and having a shower. My hair dripped down my neck, but the apartment was warm and I was barefoot. Outside, it was dark already, and I was at the window because it was starting to snow, something I was excited to see, since I’d spent the last winter in Singapore for work. I remember thinking it was nice to start the new year with a blanket of snow covering everything, like a fresh start.


This is the last thing I remember. It’s clear enough that it could have happened yesterday. To me, it feels as if it did happen yesterday – or at least directly before I woke up in the hospital.


It’s strange, though, because when I first started trying to work out what my latest memory was, I felt a sense of an ending, whereas this memory is of clean beginnings.


In any case, figuring this out is the only thing I have accomplished in my two days as an in-patient. I haven’t figured out anything else. I haven’t even slightly managed to get my head around the idea that I’ve lost eighteen months and that the world has changed, let alone the strange way that Nic was behaving yesterday.


Dad and Bryan both turned up expecting to take me home. They arrived independently, at about the same time, and looked surprised to see each other, which would have been funny in another context. They also each had a bag for me. Bryan had a reusable canvas shopping bag with my own clothes, and Dad had a plastic bag from Walmart with new clothes.


They proceeded to have an incredibly considerate argument.


‘Bill, it’s fine,’ said Bryan. ‘Of course you want to take your daughter home.’


‘I’m so sorry, I’m used to doing the dad things.’


‘No, it’s completely understandable. Plus you probably want some time together.’


‘She remembers me. It’s you she needs some time with.’


‘We’ve got plenty of time. You go ahead and I’ll follow.’


‘I just think that if it were my partner, then …’


You know – real alpha-male sort of stuff.


I took both the bags of clothes and went to the bathroom to change while they thrashed things out. I was dreading opening Bryan’s bag and seeing a set of strange clothes in my size – clothes that belonged to some mysterious other woman who was not me. But it was my favourite pair of white shorts, a well-worn blue T-shirt, and a familiar bra and pair of underwear. The tennis shoes might not be the same ones I remember wearing last, but they were at least the same brand.


On the other hand, my father’s bag didn’t contain a bra, but did have a pair of leopard-print leggings.


I don’t blame my dad – Walmart probably didn’t have much of a selection and I used to wear leopard print in college – but I wore the clothes that Bryan brought. They made me feel more like myself.


When I came back, they were still busy deferring to each other. My dad turned to me. ‘Which do you prefer, Kitty? Do you want to ride home with Bryan or me?’


I opened my mouth, but I could not answer his question. In truth, I wanted to go with my dad. I didn’t feel that I knew Bryan well enough yet to face the pressure of being alone with him for a whole car journey. It was stressful enough leaving the hospital with a big gap in my memory, without having to make conversation.


But even though I didn’t know Bryan, I didn’t want to hurt his feelings. From the little I’ve seen of him, he’s always seemed like a nice guy.


‘Um,’ I said. And nothing else, because it was all too complicated and it was only a car ride. And because Bryan was biting his lip and clearly I was already hurting his feelings, though he was trying not to show it.


Finally, Bryan said, ‘Well, I’ve enjoyed arguing with you, Bill, but fair’s fair. She’s wearing the clothes I brought, so you take her home. That OK with you, Katie?’


And I knew that he understood my conflict. Which means that maybe he does know me, at least a little.


My dad drives out of town, towards the twisty and hilly road that leads to Morocco Pond. He’s driving much more slowly and carefully than usual, and his hands grip the wheel tightly.


‘You can drive normally,’ I tell him. ‘I’m not traumatised by the accident. I don’t even remember it.’


‘OK,’ he says, but he doesn’t speed up. At least we’re not wearing masks now, so I can look at his face.


‘Dad,’ I say. ‘Is there something wrong with Nic?’


‘Why do you ask, honey?’


‘I thought she’d be here today.’


‘Well, she is a busy person, you know. It’s high season.’


‘Did she have a fight with Shane? Did I take sides?’


This is the only explanation I can think of, for Nic acting so weird and keeping her distance while I’ve been unwell. But whose side would I take, between my brother and my best friend? How could I choose one over the other?


‘Oh, Kitty, I couldn’t really say. Shane doesn’t tell me much. You know how he is. Anyway, you need to concentrate on your own healing now.’


My dad, like my brother, is not a person who likes to talk about difficult or unpleasant emotions. He prefers to be stoic, live and let live, and get on with it. This has usually been easy enough to get along with, but in these circumstances it’s frustrating.


‘How’s Tessa?’ I ask instead.


‘She’s OK. We’ve been staying in town. She was feeling sick so she didn’t want to come into the hospital in case she spreads it. She hasn’t been able to eat anything for two days.’


‘Oh, no, Dad. Poor Tessa.’ My stepmother and my dad both took early retirement and have been walking the Appalachian Trail in stages for the past two years. Wait … ‘Did you finish the Trail and I forgot it?’


‘We’re supposed to go down to Virginia in September. I’m not sure we’ll make it.’


‘Is she feeling any better today?’


‘This morning she had a few Saltines and some ginger ale, which gave her a little colour. She’s been worried about you, though. She wouldn’t let me come upstairs in case I got it and gave it to you, so I’ve been sleeping on the sofa bed. It’s pretty comfortable.’


I have slept on that sofa bed. It is not comfortable.


‘Have you made her soup?’


‘Freezer’s full of it, in single-serving portions.’


There, at least, nothing has changed. My dad held down a full-time job as a lawyer while being a single parent to two kids, one of whom had leukemia. He is the king of batch-cooking.


‘As soon as she’s better, we’ll come up to see you,’ he says. ‘We have a lot to talk about.’


‘Why aren’t you staying at Paradise?’


‘Well,’ he says, a little awkward. ‘You and your boyfriend don’t want your old dad and his wife hanging around.’


I kind of do want my dad and his wife hanging around. They’re my security blanket.


Then I think of Bryan’s hurt face.


I turn on the radio, which is set to the eighties music station, as usual. ‘Big Shot’ by Billy Joel comes on. ‘I sort of hate this song,’ I say, because I always say that when I’m in the car with my dad and it comes on the radio. When it comes on the radio when I’m not with my dad, I say it aloud sometimes anyway.


‘Yeah, but it’s catchy,’ he says.


‘Yeah, but it’s either about his girlfriend, which means he’s mean, or it’s about himself, which means he’s an asshole.’


‘You can just listen to the music and relax.’


‘I can never just listen to the music.’


‘That’s why you’re such a terrible dancer.’


This is exactly what I wanted. I laugh, and then he does. We drive through the woods. The song ends.


‘How come my brain can hold all of the words to songs recorded before I was born, but I get conked on the head and I can’t remember the past year and a half?’


‘I don’t know, Kittycat,’ says my dad. ‘It’s a mystery. But you’re going to be OK.’


I hope so.


‘Do you like Bryan?’ I ask.


He glances over at me. ‘Well, I just met him, but he seems very nice.’


‘He’s the first boyfriend I have ever brought to Maine.’


‘Yes, Tessa pointed that out.’


‘Is she already marrying us off?’


‘You know Tessa.’


‘What if I never get my memory back, Dad?’


‘Sometimes things happen,’ he says. ‘And we just have to adjust.’


Another song comes on the radio.












Chapter Six



When I call my family’s summer home ‘Paradise’, people tend to think that it’s much grander than it is. They picture a huge house, suitable for the Great Gatsby. I then have to explain that in Maine, there are a lot of lakes and although property on the coast is incredibly expensive – because out-of-staters like to vacation there – lakeside property is more affordable and Maine families have owned summer houses by the water for generations. Some of these are in fact very grand, but most of them aren’t. They range from McMansions to tarpaper shacks. Many aren’t winterproofed, though some are used as hunting lodges in the winter. They’re places for families to gather, for couples to take a little alone time, for children to learn to swim and bike and fish. At Morocco Pond, a smallish lake in Western Maine, there are some rentals for out-of-staters and one grand house where the hotel used to be, but most of the houses are owned by local people, who either take a week or two there in the summer or who move up for the whole summer and commute to work.


These summer houses are called ‘camps’ and the correct Maine term for visiting your summer home is ‘going upta camp’. It’s always ‘up’ to camp, no matter what direction the camp lies from your original starting point.


However, you don’t go camping at a camp. You go camping at a campground, like the one that Nic’s family owns, on the west shore of the lake.


Anyway, that’s the spiel that I give to people who aren’t from Maine and then, if they are still interested, I explain that our family camp was bought by my great-grandfather, who was a Maine native, though he married a lady from Connecticut and raised his family there, which was where I mostly grew up. The camp has been in our family for years and we go there every summer. It’s called Paradise because that’s what Nic and I used to call it when we were kids, and eventually my dad got a painted sign that he hung on the side of the house, above the door.


This is how families work. You have your own language, your own names for things, based on history that no one else knows, and no matter how many places you travel to, whenever you come home, you start speaking that language again.


Dad drives even more slowly along the road that follows the shore of the lake. We pass the campground where Nic’s mother still lives. I think.


Everything looks the same to me. But then again, little ever changes at Morocco Pond. It’s not a tourist spot, really. There are a few year-round houses, but, other than that, it is all but abandoned between September and June, except for hunters and ice-fishing shacks on the frozen lake. Even the campground attracts the same people year after year – in some cases, generations of the same family. The lake is beautiful. The mountains surrounding it are pretty. The camps are modest. The store doesn’t stock much except barbecue supplies, ice cream, beer, and T-shirts that say EVERYTHING THAT HAPPENS AT THE POND, STAYS AT THE POND (but nothing ever happens at the pond). I have two.


As we near the turn-off to our unfinished drive I peer out the window, but there’s no sign of where my accident occurred. Someone has taken away my bicycle and cleared up whatever debris there was. None of the trees appear to have a head-shaped dent in them, but I’d have to look closer to make sure.


Dad obviously knows what I’m thinking, so he says, ‘The old Durham place is looking nice,’ and nods to the small camp, the last before our drive. It used to belong to Lydia Durham, a battleaxe if ever there was one, who would regularly yell at us kids to get off her lawn and go get a summer job. Lydia died about five years ago – seven years ago, I guess – at the age of nine hundred or so. As I recall, her camp has been vacant ever since, slowly listing to one side, the paint peeling. But now someone has jacked it up so it’s even, put new shingles on the roof, painted the clapboards white and put green shutters on all the windows. There are tomato plants growing by the side.


‘When did that happen?’ I ask. I know he’s trying to distract me from thinking about the accident, but now I’m thinking about my amnesia instead.


‘They did most of the work this spring. Had to dig out a whole new septic system. Tessa says the new lady who lives there is nice. A scientist, I think.’


Tessa thinks everyone is nice, so I’m none the wiser. But the Durham place is the first sign I’ve seen up here that I’ve lost a year and a half, and because of that I’m not inclined to think too kindly of its owner.


Dad and I pull up outside Paradise (there isn’t a parking space – you park on the lawn). A couple of minutes later, Bryan pulls up beside us and my hiatus time with Dad is over. We all get out of the cars and stand there for a minute. Nobody seems to know what to say or do, so I look at the house and take it in.


It’s two storeys, painted a soft weathered grey with white trim. A screened-in porch wraps around three sides, surrounded by day lilies and wild roses. The chimney is crooked and for years now we’ve been saying the roof will probably need replacing next year, depending on how heavy the winter is. The camp isn’t winterised and it has no foundation; it balances on four large granite rocks, one underneath each corner. It’s set in a clearing in the woods and it overlooks the lake, with a set of stone steps going down to the beach. Since the house is set apart from the other houses on this side of the lake, the beach is more or less private. A stream runs along one side of the property, from the forest to the lake.


According to family legend, my great-grandfather got this place for cheap because, as a lawyer, he helped the owner with a complicated family will. He was canny enough to buy land on either side of it, too, so that no one could build close by. The house is furnished with things that were probably second-hand when my great-grandmother brought them here. The whole place creaks when you walk. If you drop a marble on one side of the kitchen, it will roll without stopping to the other side. There is a family of bats living under the eaves, which none of us have ever had the heart to get rid of. The pantry door only opens with the employment of a very specific set of pushes, pulls and twists.


Paradise is family and sunshine, and wood fires and listening to the rain while tucked up with a book. It’s long dinners and morning swims, and the sun setting in different colours every night. It’s leaving seeds out for the chipmunks and wading in the stream looking for frogs. The house in Connecticut that I grew up in was sold long ago, when Dad married Tessa, but that never bothered me because we had Paradise.


‘Anybody want some coffee?’ Bryan says finally.


‘Sure,’ says Dad.


‘I think I want to go down to the beach and sit there for a little while,’ I say, and before the two men in my life can start another contest over who can be more solicitous of me, I walk away from them, past the house and down the stone steps to the beach. Maybe if I can sit there for long enough, this place will work its magic and my memory will come creeping back, like a stealthy peace, like a secret happiness.


It’s a beautiful day – sunny, warm but not hot, with a breeze coming off the lake as there always is in the afternoons. I kick off my tennis shoes, pull off my socks and sink my feet into the warm sand, and for the first time I gaze out over the lake.


The house looks the same. But Morocco Pond is different.


I remember it as a crystal-clear stretch of water, from the beach to the mountains, the shores dotted with wooden camps of all colours and sizes, pines rising behind them. But tall grass-like weeds have grown in the shallows where the stream that runs by Paradise empties into the pond. It looks almost like a floating field, swaying with the waves.


The beach is different too. I’ve never seen it so small, eaten away by the lake in nibbles and gulps. Usually you can fit a dozen lounge chairs down here; now it’s a thin crescent, only about a metre wide, contained on one end by the rocky point and on the other end by the stream. The stream itself is wider than I’ve ever seen it, even after a big storm, and it’s carved a deep channel through the sand that’s left.


And for the first time it really hits me and I have to sit down on the sand. My new and unknown boyfriend, the talk of a pandemic, whatever’s going on with Nic – all of that is shattering, but it’s to a certain extent abstract. All I have to go on is what I’ve been told and the circumstantial evidence that dances around the real thing but doesn’t denote it – the masks; Nic’s strange behaviour.


But this. A lake doesn’t change its entire nature and appearance overnight. Land doesn’t wash away into water all at once. Something has happened here. Something real.


And I have lost seventeen months of my life.
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