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I think a story like mine has never been told. Maybe because of fear of other people’s judgment or because of that veil of madness that goes with it.

My name is Katherine but everybody calls me Kate, they tell me I was born thirty six years ago in New York where I still live to these days, from an Italian father and an English mother. So my blood isn’t American. My date of birth is printed on my passport, next to my photo, and imprinted with ink on the photos faded by the time that my mother took when I was a child. I am however sure I have lived more, way more. I might be twice as old, if I count the years the woman I think I was in my past life lived. I have vivid memories, clearly organized in my mind as if it was my actual life, I relive them when I feel like it or when I feel the need to. You probably think I’m a lunatic with an identity crisis going on and maybe you’re right. My mother thought that too when, as a child, I told her stories of my grownup friends I talked to and I shared experiences and sensations that can only be part of a woman’s life, not of a child’s life. I talked about people she thought they were figments of my child’s mind imagination. In the first years of my life she complied with my mood, with my second self, linking it to my immaturity and my love for playing. She actually believed I was playing, that I was trying to play the part of a character created by my imagination that came to life and took shape through my words and my actions. She was actually proud of all that because in the eyes of a proud mother I stood out in my own individuality.

She was sure, though, that with time this game would have ended by itself just as it had started, allowing me to slowly give way to my becoming a woman. But it didn’t happen, because that wasn’t a game at all for me. I knew the people I talked to and that I described to my mother down to the last detail very well, I even dreamed about them often at night. A game doesn’t leave such strong feelings or piercing wounds in your soul, as it indeed happened in my case. My mother took me to see prominent mental health doctors, very well paid just to confirm her what she already thought. She felt comforted by their confirmations but above all by their reassurances on my soon to be recovery. 

“It’s only a matter of time” the bigwig on duty usually told her.  And she believed it every single time, without being able to stop the outburst of tears that filled her eyes every time. 

For all of them, I lived a double identity. “Only in this life” I thought time after time. I was always forbidden to do anything that might have let me go over my past again, that past so long gone. Maybe more because of my mother’s fear to find out one day that her crazy child had always been right and not to actually protect me.  While I was looking at her, motionless on her death bed, her face peaceful due to the eternal rest she had just entered, I understood that I should have gone through that stage too, even if I felt totally incapable of portraying it, describing it and therefore of talking about it to others, other than to myself. I couldn’t hurt her anymore by disclosing my thoughts though, by wanting to find out more about my other self now gone for a long time. 

I am trapped by an eternal time, imprisoned in a transparent bubble. Thousands of other celluloid bubbles are levitating in the air, wrapping up many other individuals, who, like me, are clumsily moving inside of them.  All around, like a disoriented herd of animals, a crowd of people appears in front of the large bubbles: they are looking for a foothold to cling to and, with pleading eyes, they move their lips and say words I can’t understand. My memories are vague yet clear, like dreams forgotten as soon as you wake up, but clear until a moment before. They cross my mind, upsetting it: for several years I must have been out there too, but I’m not able to find a match between time and images, so everything stays on a floating feeling plan. 

My memory is a void that sometimes gets filled in with black and white images. There isn’t place for not even a memory in a void, even when it’s my will that looks for it.  I try to warn people about the feelings I’m having to push them away, but they don’t seem to hear or see me. I am completely secluded. Those outside, even without seeing me, point at me in odd ways. Some stroke the bubbles, others lean their heads against them, trying to sense every single movement, while others smile for no apparent reason. In my mind the suspicion of watching a show played by imaginary creatures makes its way through: transpositions of my mind in my past, present and future conscience, flashes from a forgotten but not unknown past that pointed towards an uncertain future. I don’t know the meaning of the words I’m thinking of, maybe they are just ancient knowledge, kept at a subconscious level for centuries, but they seem to be the best way to express what I feel.  

Even if I’m not sure that outside is better, the desire to go out grows inside me, making its way violently: I am tired of the mild heat and of the sad safety of the bubble. I begin to look for a crack inside the cell, but I still struggle to find one. The return to ancient, almost primordial visions, and for this exact reason safe, hasn’t allowed me to see my last gasp. The last yearning of life burned by the fire of my death has risen above everything and everyone, creating a new bubble in which the body has put itself together again. No one, however, was able to see it. That’s it, they all lost their chance to understand, myself included. Maybe we’ll never understand: innovation brings along the unknown and the fear, while memories comfort through certainty and safety. 

Something new seems to take shape in my mind- It’s those blurred and over layered images fed by a body that takes me back and forth, and that, eventually, they always leave me here. Time and images alone don’t match and everything fades away before even starting. I want to get out! I bang my fists, scream and cry. It’s pointless, no one listens to me but my conscience. 

Maybe the bubble is transparent only on my side and those outside seem to be just slightly aware of my movements now. They come close curiously, trying to understand, just like my mother used to do. They stare dreamily at the bubble, which seems to take them back in time with me. They start talking again, words I can’t quite understand yet, but from their expression it almost seems they envy me. I start looking for a way out again. Looking for it has been useless so far, because time had to take its course and knowledge needed to be fulfilled. 

Only now I can feel my new birth is going to happen soon, I can’t miss such an important appointment to me. There’s light from outside breaking through a small crack that is getting larger, and I gather I will get out from there, to understand. 

For a little too long now, I’ve started to understand the words people outside are saying, also thanks to the help and the constant presence of my mother in my life. “We have to get in to be able to get out with you” they repeat endlessly, with imploring faces, tired because of the useless wait. Glimmers of past and future lives upset my expressions, past, present and future feelings are the heavy clouds of both mine and their lives. I can read childhood fears in their minds, magnified by years and experience. They take up a large part of their memories, there are dark corners and ancient attics in their minds, hissing leather belts run by calloused hands, faces distorted by anger and disappointment are impressed in their pupils forever, in their ears the echo of screams and threats. “We have to get in to get out with you!”.

The materialization of recurring obsessions and of the most illogical habits, drummed into my head against my will by parents not chosen by me. They say they want to get in so they can get out with me, to get rid of the worry of past fears and consequently of present or future ones as well; but they have to be careful because when time becomes worthless it’s easy for the past to get mistaken with the future and therefore to replace it.

The crack is getting wider and wider, I try to get out, I’m pushing, forcing with my small shoulders, and I fall down on the bare and cold floor. Then, I put myself together and I find out I’ve become the one I was before. Nothing has changed and nothing will change. Suddenly there’s an abrupt and desperate sudden movement and hundreds of people move towards the bubble: perhaps someone has managed to get in through the open crack which is now closed again. The bubble seems transparent also from the outside to me, and only the people crowding around it prevent me from seeing inside. But if one of them had managed to enter, they will get to the bottom and complete the cycle only if they transform their memory back into a void. There is no space to fill in a void. I look around me and I know, even without remembering it, that I’ve already been in this world. It is better this way: without memories, my past will never be my future again. Simply because I don’t remember it. All I know is that the moment I passed away was the moment the bubble had started taking shape. The start of my rebirth. Life and death mixed together, the past and the future overlay each other and time no longer exists. Those who lost hope and who didn’t understand that the end would be nothing else than the beginning could never understand someone who has actually gone beyond the limits of time and memories as I did. They will remain forever prisoners of their memories, of their own obsessions and of their anguishes. 

Time has lost all its meaning, it will be our father. I turn around for a second, the others no longer follow. Even my mother, they have all come back to their own bubbles. They won’t see us anymore. Maybe they have never seen us for who we really are. I picked up what was left of the courage I had, I shook off of my mind and my body all the prohibitions forced on me over the years and I realized  it was time for me to retrace my steps, one after another, back to back.  I should have overcome the barrier of that foggy dark period in between my two lives, of which I didn’t have and I still don’t have any memories, any clear pictures. When I look back at my past, I lose contact with the reality of my present. I detach myself from it and my mind starts travelling, along with my body...

I live in Joseph, Oregon, in a wooden house overlooking the waterfront of Lake Wallowa, a beautiful stretch of water carved between the mountains, named after the lake, surrounding it. The house sits on a small promontory, from which it overlooks the lake in all its width, just like the few other houses in this area, mostly populated by shepherds and farmers. Mount Sacajawea is well visible from the garden and the rooms, in all its majesty and with the whiteness of the snow which covers it for a good part of the cold season.

The house is quite big, maybe too big for just one person to live in. Spaces of majestic sizes, where you could almost get lost, shape themselves according to what can be found in this area. The outer façade is painted in a vibrant red color, spaced out by white windows and contrasted by the classy slate roof, slightly faded by the sun and stained by moss colonies covering it on the coldest and dampest side. It’s well visible even from afar especially when the paint is so fresh and shiny to reflect sunlight really well. Inside on the other hand, bare wood in its natural color rules, I have never felt the need to change it, it’s been my choice, despite people’s advice. I live secluded, like a hermit far away from the world, from the community. I’ve always wanted peace and I’ve always hated confrontation. No noises other than nature’s ones bother my time, my days and my nights. During full moon nights, the powerful light gets into the rooms unfolding itself next to me, coming along with me in my thoughts, teasing the curtains covering the windows, lighting them completely. Candles aren’t needed, but I lit them anyway because I love the smell of wax melted by the incontrovertible strength of the flame. Along with them, I also lit the fireplace during the cold winter nights. I love fire and the heat released by its energy, the scented stumps of pine wood, still drenched in their own galipot, burning slowly, and the crackling made by the flames that cross them. I write my thoughts in a journal so I won’t vanish completely after passing away. I will pour the contents of my days and all my feelings into its pages, turning them into black ink lines that someone maybe could read one day, if they have the interest and curiosity to find out something about me or maybe if they want to meet me again. The powerful image of my beloved lake, where I was born forty five years ago that I can see from the window of my bedroom every day helps me. There’s no better painting painted by anyone in the whole world. I decided to place my writing desk just where I can enjoy the best view, so that it can welcome me and be with me the best possible way during my daily confessions. May the ability and the grace to neither bore nor offend anyone be granted to me and, in case it wouldn’t, I’m sorry and I beg you not to curse me , I ask you to simply put these pages back where you found them or to give them to those who gifted them to you. And you, my love, if you ever read these thoughts, tie them to the love I feel for you. And forgive me if you can. 

I placed the most important things into a big enough suitcase without focusing too much. I expected my journey to be rather long. At least that was the plan before leaving. There were thick and warm clothes in my suitcase because the winter, which was said to be very cold, was approaching. The hot summer days were now a distant memory, but I’ve actually never minded cold weather. It helped me think while I was blissfully seated on the sofa of my hot living room, with a cup of steaming jasmine tea held tightly between my hands. As soon as my passport was renewed, I booked my American Airlines flight leaving to Portland from JFK airport at 5pm the next day. During weekdays it was relatively easy to find a last minute and not too expensive seat. However, money wasn’t an issue at that time, my priorities were quite different. The arrival in Portland was estimated at around 8pm.  I couldn’t find direct flights for Joseph, therefore I would have travelled the distance between Portland and Wallowa by public transport. It would not have been an easy trip, the distance of 343 miles to cover would have required approximately seven hours of travelling. I would have asked for information straight at the airport, on my arrival. I was hoping to find some means of transport leaving the same evening, to cover the distance overnight. So I left the town at night without telling anyone. I only recorded a voice message on the answering machine tape. I wanted to avoid getting reported missing or seeing a close up of my face on the TV in the missing people column or on the pages of tabloids. It would have been a problem for me, I would have felt stalked wherever I went, in the United States or throughout the world. However, I didn’t want to give away too many details about that either, therefore I just let people know about my temporary absence with the promise of future contact. The message said: 

“Sorry but I am not home. I’ve gone on a trip, I’ll be in touch when I’m back”. 

Followed by the recording tone.

Many years had gone by since my last queue at JFK airport check in. The last time it happened it was for a trip planned by my mother, to get my head re-examined by a psychologist working in a place I can’t remember, close to Mexico’s border, who my mother thought highly of and he would have surely been able to fix “my problem”. Obviously things didn’t go that way, because I have never felt my situation as a ‘problem’. Time went by slowly. My eyes were distracted by the clock hands that seemed to be glued together, always still in the same position, rather than by people queueing before and after me. I looked at people walking fast though, almost running, while they were carrying around their big and heavy pull along cases. These people were used to that lifestyle, it was easy to understand that, so much that it had now become a habit for them. People made the airport look like a downtown: they entered shops empty handed and they came out with their hands full of colored little bags, they ate and drank noisily in cafes and restaurants, they read newspapers, books or magazines on the metal benches, under the artificial stark white neon lights, randomly placed here and there inside the terminal. I followed them staring blankly, doing what they did while being, however, deep in my thoughts. I felt almost unaware of the images crowding my mind, and I was totally unable to tell whether they described part of my present or past time. If it hadn’t been for the help of some typical element of ancient times that acted as guideline, I wouldn’t have been able to easily sort it out. Maybe that was where my insanity laid, the one my mother was so eager to prove: my inability to tell real concepts apart from fantasy ones. I was actually afraid of being really insane and to eventually have to admit my mother was right and to accept her words and thoughts. However, now that she was dead, I wouldn’t have had the chance to talk to her about it and to sort things out anymore. I was afraid I really needed a doctor, to prevent me from doing something stupid in the future, when that thin glimmer of sanity I still had would have left me, isolating me in a reality full of other lunatics. Lunatics like me. I started to realize I was different, just now when I felt alone in the world, abandoned by everyone and everything. Maybe if I had gone back home, I would have avoided all this. I could have put my fears away in the box of things to forget. I would have kept talking to my imaginary friends and, maybe, I would have gathered my thoughts in a book trying to let them all out once and for all, to push them away, getting them out of my body and my mind to finally get rid of them. 

The loudspeaker at the gate announced the beginning of my flight’s boarding, there was just half an hour left to 5.00 pm: priority boarding access for travelers with disabilities and pregnant women. Insanity is a disability, I thought, why not taking advantage of that, then? I noticed people sat next to me took their time to get up of their seats, they were well aware of being actually normal. They went on playing with their cell phones, unbothered. At that moment I realized I had left mine at home. It didn’t matter much, I thought. If I managed to live without a cell phone in my past life I could do it again now, in this life, during this trip. Besides, relatives and friends couldn’t have gotten in touch with me and they couldn’t have turned my attention away from my research asking for information, explanations and so on that I certainly wouldn’t have had time for nor I would have wanted to give them. 

I sat in my assigned seat on the plane and, after checking Joseph’s address prints, the road and tourist office maps that I had gathered together the days before my departure, I put my briefcase in the open compartment, above my seat. I was cold and my body was shivering and I couldn’t control it. I still can’t tell if air conditioning caused them or if it was because of my state of mind. 

“What am I doing here? Let me get off, please, I shouldn’t be here now!” I thought while the plane started taxiing on the runway, and then rising the cockpit up and taking off. 

I was still looking at people around me, it was my time killer for that day. I was sailing in the open sea of the thoughts that could have crossed their minds in those moments, losing myself in their bright smiles and in the incessant chatter mixed with the engines’ noise, while flight attendants walked along the isle offering us drinks. Mine wouldn’t have been a vacation, I thought. I turned my face towards the window and I noticed the blind had been left open, I could see houses and streets now far away, become increasingly smaller. They were part of a dense network of concrete buildings where people I couldn’t see were inside. What my mother told me when I was little was true: 

When you want to see everything, you lose your sensitivity to details and everything seems still in your eyes. Don’t ask to know or control everything and everyone because you won’t need it anyway and eventually you’ll realize you haven’t seen anything at all. Focus on details instead, because you can do something about it, about the detail you actually are in the world, which is able to make it go round and evolve.

The sky, of a vibrant blue, was spotted by sparse and shy clouds. I closed my eyes to relax a bit as there were three hours’ flight ahead. I could hear other passengers’ voices fading away from me, their words more and more vague and slurry. I fell soundly asleep and when I woke up the plane had already started landing at Portland airport.

CHAPTER 2

––––––––
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Portland was covered by snow, which had fallen heavily the previous night. I had heard the news on TV but I had underestimated the problem, thinking it wouldn’t have affected me. Through the airport windows I could see mountains of frozen snow piled at the edges of runways, it was the snow that had been shoveled away by the snow blowers to ensure the smooth function of the airport, one of the few added to the list of the most efficient out of all American ones. I was wondering if the streets would have been just as clean or if the risk of the ice presence on the main roads could have seriously compromised transports. As soon as I spotted my suitcase making its way on the luggage belt just after being unloaded from the plane hold, I looked at my watch: it was already nine pm, we were late. I sped up my pace, headed to the information desk, where I found many people who, like me, had to go somewhere. The employee, a fat and grumpy woman in her fifties, was saying loudly external bus routes had been stopped due to the bad weather and all long-distance runs had been cancelled and postponed to the following morning, while she was mimicking the snow falling and the presence of ice sheets on the road by moving her hands fast. People were annoyed and lots of men showed their strength by punching their fists on the counter, accusing the poor woman of being unqualified for the job. Even if she wasn’t extremely friendly she wasn’t responsible for the situation. As soon as the crowd thinned, I approached the desk. 

“May I help you?!” the woman said, who was now knackered.

“Good evening, I’m not here to ask you the same things they’ve all asked you, I’ve already heard the answer. I’ve gotten that we’re not going anywhere tonight. I wanted to ask you if you could suggest me a place to stay for the night, here at the airport or in town”.

The woman relaxed.

“I’m sorry, madam, but unfortunately the few places available have already been booked. As you can imagine they run out fast in these kind of situations. You could go downtown, where you would surely find some hotel rooms available. Where are you headed to?”.

“To Wallowa” I replied.

“Right. The coach to Wallowa leaves from platform 5, which is just here outside, tomorrow morning at eight. It’s quite a long trip, it will take around eight hours.”

“Seven hours” I replied, showing her what the computer reckoned when it estimated the time of the journey. 

“Eight hours, then” the woman insisted, “Even if it is possible to travel, don’t expect the coach to go as fast as it usually does or without any difficulties. Ice doesn’t melt so easily and salt doesn’t do miracles in these situations. A lot of snow has fallen. Make sure you’re here tomorrow morning, shortly before 8am. If you need a taxi, you’ll find one outside the terminal, to the right. Have a safe journey, madam” she said with a forced smile.

“If it’s alright with her, madam, I can take you to town” I heard these words clearly from a voice behind my shoulders. I turned around and there was a man in front of my eyes. He was good looking, with dark hair and green eyes, his hair was thick and trim and I could see some sparse grey hair. He didn’t have a beard but he was proudly wearing moustache. He looked in his forties and, by the way he was dressed, he was probably a business man, someone with a relevant position in a company or something like that. He had his long coat on one arm, while he was carrying a rather small pull along case. He was staring at me less than a meter away, while waiting for an answer, for a sign of life. 

“It’s very kind of you. However, I don’t know you, I’m sorry but I never hitch a ride from strangers. And, if you allow me, I’d like to go now.” I answered him while I was suddenly turning toward the information desk once again, pretending to look for something inside my bag. I could feel his presence behind me, maybe I should have been a little kinder but I seriously couldn’t help myself. I felt very uncomfortable. I turned around again and I looked at him straight in his eyes. 

“Once again, I don’t know you. It’s not because I don’t trust you but I actually think leaving the airport with you isn’t a good idea, please forgive me.” I went on, thinking that the conversation with that man, never met before, was over. Even if I felt a bit sorry about it, on the other hand I reminded myself I wasn’t on vacation.

“If it can be of any help, let me introduce myself. My name is John. John Beal” he said, stretching his hand. I felt forced to reply, to put my own business out in the open, barefaced. Something I would never have wanted to do in a city or with people I didn’t know at all.

“Katherine Fortuna” I replied without looking in his eyes, while putting my wallet in the inside pocket of my handbag. 

“Fortuna? That’s an Italian surname, if I’m not mistaken” he said, surprised and with a dumb expression on his face.

“Yes, Fortuna is an Italian surname” I replied, visibly annoyed by his persistence in wanting to go on in a conversation that was already over for me. 

“May I insist in giving you a lift then, Katherine?” he insisted. I started to get very annoyed at him. On the other hand though, a lift would have definitely come in handy in such a cold winter evening.

“How far is it from here?” I asked in an even ruder way.

“Half an hour, I would say, given the road conditions. My car is parked here outside, come with me, follow me. In the meantime cover yourself up really well, it’s very cold outside” he answered, while putting his long coat over his classy grey suit which, I realized, hid a beautiful red tie well knotted under the collar of a white shirt.  He offered to take my suitcase and he dragged it behind him. I followed his advice and I put on the parka I had tied up around my waist before getting off the plane. To the eyes of someone local like he was, I must have looked like a helpless and inexperienced country woman. He walked ahead with a firm step, his stride so long that I struggled to keep his pace. I began to pant and I could feel my heart beating fast, so I suddenly stopped.

“Listen, John ‘dude’ or whatever the hell your name is. Are you running a marathon? A race? If that’s the case just tell me so at least I’ll change my shoes and I’ll get ready!”. He turned around with a graceful and neat twist of his neck and he smiled at me. 

“You’re right, Katherine, please forgive me. It’s an inexcusable habit of mine. I’m always in a hurry. Please, catch your breath. Take all the time you need, and then we’ll go on at a slower pace”.

He was a classy man, there was no doubt about that. I didn’t want to be taken for a spoiled child so I simply said we could go on. At that moment I actually sped up my pace and I left him behind.

“You look just as pretty from behind, do you know that? I bet you’ve heard that from so many men already!”.

My cheeks flushed wildly, I felt a hot flush in my ears and I got so mad.

“How dare you! You’re unbelievable! We’ve first met five minutes ago and you already feel free to voice your personal opinion on myself. What made you think you could do that? Don’t ever do that again, John Beal!”.

I was as mad as a bull in front of a bright red cape, but deep in my heart I also felt flattered to be noticed for a physical feature. Even if I would have never admitted it to him, I liked how cheeky he was. 

“Great miss, I can see you already remember my full name! Can we go now?”.

“Yes, let’s go. It’s better!”.

The cold was really piercing outside the terminal. Luckily it wasn’t very muggy, and that made the temperature bearable. I lengthened my stride to follow him and I immediately slipped. I wasn’t wearing the right shoes and the pavement was covered with patchy thin layers of ice.

“Please stop!”. John turned around puffing, wondering why I was asking him to, but he immediately got it. 

“You have problems with your shoes, right? Didn’t you check the weather forecast before leaving? Everyone knew about the snowstorm in Portland. Right, it’s pointless to talk about it now. Have you got more comfortable shoes with you?”.

“In my suitcase, but I should take all my clothes out right here in the middle of the road, it would take too much time and I definitely don’t want to. I’ll try to be careful” I reassured him. 

“I could hold you in my arms instead. What do you think about it, Katherine?”.

He was cheeky but kind at the same time. My mood that evening didn’t let me be kind in any way though. 

“Or you could go and take your car while I’m waiting for you here with my suitcase. What do you think about it, Mr. Beal?”, I replied cheekily as well.

“I’ll be fast. In the meantime try to keep yourself warm else you’re going to spend your vacation in Wallowa in bed with a fever.” He walked straight to his car without turning around, crossing the lines of cars and pickup trucks parked in the huge area. I thought that maybe I wasn’t doing the right thing, I had had a few experiences with men and they had all ended badly. They had hurt me, no-one had ever accepted me for who I really was. I followed John with my eyes until I could no longer see him and in that moment I started to be afraid of not seeing him again. Maybe the image of John was just a projection from my past life, therefore not real. Had I accepted a lift from a ghost? I shivered at the thought. All around me I could see people going in and out of the terminal while talking and smiling. Some talked lively to one another, but at least they weren’t alone, stranded, which was the way I felt. I closed my parka tightly and I wrapped a scarf I had previously put in my bag around my neck. Obviously I hadn’t been totally naïve about the weather. And all of a sudden the place was empty. The lamppost right in front of me reflected its light on the snow, making it shine like diamond powder. I recalled how much I loved shiny things when I was a child, I used to tell my mother I would have loved to have lots of jewels when I grew up. “You’ll have lots of them of course” she always answered, while stroking my long black hair. 
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