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If a question can be asked, 

It can also have an answer.

 

Ludwig Wittgenstein



* * *

 

A soft breeze gently caressed her plump lips. Her slender torso was slumped on a rock smoothed by time, and she came alive like the flower that survives a drought.

Around her neck, she recognized the soft texture of the red fox fur intertwined with her blonde hair. Her bare knees rubbed against each other until she recognized the intimate texture of her groin, which reassured her. 

The bitter taste in her mouth had been a trusted friend of many of her awakening. She breathed deeply through her nose and swallowed the acid bolus that was making its way up her throat.

Despite her efforts, no fragment could make its way into her memories. All she needed right now was the scent of her companion, the wallpaper of a hotel lobby, the flattened seat of a taxi, or the illuminated billboards on the boulevard. That swaggering confidence, which some had often branded as arrogance, had to call a retreat and leave the scene to an unprecedented sense of fear.

She revealed her eyes to the world, as blue as the Greek sea in summer. In front of her, barely more than a hand's breadth away and illuminated by a dim light, hung an ancient black and white print. Her eyes had to adjust to the darkness before she recognized its contours. It depicted a woman sitting astride a snake-headed monster. In her hand, she held high a cup, facing the crowd.

Above the worn-out sheet of paper appeared two wide eyes, sunken in their sockets, staring at her with curiosity.

Instinctively, she flinched in terror, seeking an escape route along the contour of the rock that was her support and her cage.

He reacted in turn, startled by the woman's abrupt movement; he took a step back and curled in on himself.

«Good morning, Princess. I didn't mean to frighten you, of course,» the stranger hastened to say, bending his bald skull over her shoulder. He picked up from the floor a top hat that she had happened to see many times in magic shows and hoisted himself from the ground in his slouching height. He patted his trousers and the sleeveless waistcoat he wore on his bare chest.

«Who are you?» asked the woman, trying to assume an upright position without letting her guard down.

«You can call me Constantin, if you prefer, of course,» he replied, bowing and twirling his top hat. The dim light that illuminated the scene came from an oil lantern resting on a rock. The woman took the opportunity to scrutinize the contours of his face and pronounced chin: his eyes, always wide open, towered over an aquiline nose with wide nostrils. He had thin lips and must have been missing a pair of premolars; she noticed this when he sketched a barking smile. His long, bare, glabrous arms showed no tattoos or other marks that might hint at a jailbird past. Loose trousers swayed on skinny ankles over shabby leather sandals.

He had the eccentric theatricality of some of the street and circus performers she had met in her life. She tried to convince herself that he was not dangerous. After all, she thought, if he wanted to harm her, he would have taken advantage of it while she was unconscious. The man sat down cross-legged and began gesturing at some papers scattered on the floor, like a child rearranging wax crayons.

The woman shook off the dirt and took the opportunity to look around. The glow of the full moon, high in the sky, was reflected on a desert of sand, rocks, and shrubs.

«Where are we?» she asked without taking her eyes off the silver horizon.

«Here, of course,» Constantin replied, shrugging his shoulders naively.

She turned her blond head in search of the light of a streetlamp, the headlights of a car, or the sign of a diner. Apart from them and a few shrubs, uninhabited land stretched as far as the eye could see. If she hadn’t found the idea absurd, she might have thought she was on the moon.

Constantin lit a match, whose soul trembled like the girl's body. He lit a cigar he had kept hidden in his waistcoat pocket and took puffs of smoke that enveloped her, making her cough.

«If it bothers you, I can turn it off, of course,» he asked thoughtfully at her reaction.

She felt the strength drain from her legs and staggered. She managed not to fall by holding on to the rock at her side. A continuous stream of unanswered questions pulsed violently through her mind.

 

Where am I? How did I get here? Who is this man? Where was I before I woke up? Am I still dreaming?

 

The more she tried to put her thoughts in order, the more new questions piled up, waiting to be answered.

She took a long breath and tried to calm herself. After the violent coughing fits, she could feel quite certain that she was not in a dream. The aching bones were real. She decided to continue her investigation. It was obvious to her that she could not obtain reliable information from the man who said his name was Constantin. Perhaps, he was simply a wanderer who had found her unconscious, but if so, how had she arrived at that place with no roads? Had she arrived there alone in an altered state of mind? It was unlikely, with those shoes on her feet, but she could not rule it out. She, therefore, decided to concentrate on herself and try to reconstruct the events of the previous hours from the clues at her disposal.

She was dressed in the clothes she often used when she frequented clubs on the boulevard. Surely, if she had really gone out, she would have taken her red clutch bag with her. She searched around for it and finally found it wedged between two rocks, as if someone had put it there on purpose. She slid the zip to check its contents, but it was empty. «Damn!» She swore between her teeth for the lost money and documents.

«What happened to the things that were inside it?» she asked, advancing a step towards the man on the ground and showing him the inside of the handbag.

Constantin, intimidated by the woman's vehemence, merely showed the seams of his pockets and tipped the cylinder downwards.

«It's not here, of course,» he replied with the same naive expression as before. «May I?» he then said, motioning for her to hand him her purse.

She passed it, rolling her eyes.

With the shrewdness of a surgeon, Constantin first opened the two flaps and then, with maniacal precision, slipped out a note, holding it between his index finger and thumb.

He handed it to her, and she brusquely grabbed it, bringing it closer to the lantern.

 

 


I have been waiting for you for a long time.

Constantin will show you the way.

Only you will have to undertake the journey.

It will be my job to answer your questions.

Jonas

 

 

With each re-reading, she found herself more confused. She searched in vain for a message hidden against the light but soon gave up. She folded it as she did with cash then slipped it into her bra.

«Who the hell is Jonas?» she asked Constantin, who had meanwhile finished with his papers and stood up. She could not help noticing that, even in high heels, she barely reached his shoulder.

«Jonas is the spirit of the times, of course.»

«Stop repeating obviously! There is nothing obvious here, let alone sensible. Where did my stuff go?» she shouted.

«Not here,» he replied without flinching. «Now, we'd better get going; otherwise, we risk being late, of course.»

She stared motionless at the back of the man walking away. She was confused and conflicted about what to do. Nothing made sense. She could decide to go along with a stranger's note by following a madman in a desert at night or wait alone for the sun to rise and reach the nearest town.

As the dim light of the lantern began to fade into the horizon, she instinctively felt that she would regret being alone. This Jonas had better give her some convincing answers, she thought.

* * *

She advanced, taking care not to sprain her ankles, cursing her heels, and swearing at every stone she stood on.

«You could at least slow down!» she shouted at Constantin, who stopped and turned the lantern in her direction.

«At this rate, we risk being late, of course,» he replied. He held the lantern in one hand and a roll of papers in the other.

«What are they?» she asked in the hope of distracting herself with the conversation.

«Precious things.»

«Of course,» the woman anticipated him.

«Of course,» he confirmed.

They remained silent for a time she could not quantify. She had no terms of comparison. The moon was always at the same place in the sky; nothing obscured it. Every step she took was the same as the one before, as was every breath. She was reminded of the words Constantin had used to describe Jonas, '... he is the spirit of time'.

But what was time all about? She had never really wondered about it. It was something that existed before anything else and that one learnt to live with from an early age. A continuous line that advanced unstoppably at the same speed, at least that's what they had explained to her at school. Yet, her senses told her something else; time could expand or shorten according to emotions and circumstances; it had the property of erasing faces from memory and pain from the soul.

«What do you think time is?» she asked Constantin provocatively.

«The measure of change,» he did not hesitate to reply and then added: «Things do not change because time flows, but time flows because things change, of course.»  This time, he turned his lantern-lit gaze on her, and for the first time, in those crazy eyes, she recognized a glimmer of lucidity.

If everything existing in the universe were motionless, each instant would be identical to the previous one. Would it make sense to speak of time? Probably not, she answered herself. The before would be the same as the after, but if something moved, a diversity would appear to distinguish the before and after, and from this union, time would be born.

* * *

They reached a clearing where the ground became smoother and softer; she took the opportunity to take off her shoes, which she held on her fingertips like earrings on lobes.

She followed Constantin as if in single file, staring at her sandals for glimpses of bushes or protruding stones. Despite the long walk, he did not seem to feel tired or thirsty.

«How long until we arrive?» she tried to ask.

Constantin merely shrugged his shoulders.

«Are we lost?» she urged, tucking a lock of hair behind her ear.

«You can only get lost once, but it's not this one, of course,» he said, pointing his arm eastwards.

She had not understood the answer, but at least the tone had seemed confident.

Contrary to the guide's claims, however, she felt she had gotten lost more than once on her journey. She convinced herself to look for a key to those seemingly meaningless words.

For a path to exist, there must be a starting point and a finish line. To this statement, she thought there were no objections or grey areas. So, what was a path? The line connecting them? Certainly, she answered herself, and the shortest one too. There could have been infinite if one started drawing curved lines moved by imagination. Yes, there were infinite paths, long, short, intertwining with each other and returning to the starting point or away from the finish line. She fantasized about the most varied shapes until she filled the last white space of that imaginary sheet with black, and it was then that she understood Constantin's words. There is only one way to get lost, and that is to stop. In all other cases, if you keep walking, sooner or later, by chance or otherwise, you will reach your destination.

«What is your name?» was the question that bewildered her.

The question, in its naive simplicity, was both disconcerting and devastating to her precarious equilibrium.

The harder she tried to remember it, the less she could grasp it in the sandy depths of her memory. She was aware that it existed but not what it was.

She stopped suddenly, panic-stricken. In the darkness into which her mind had turned, a blur made its way, at first indefinite, then increasingly clear. Just as the lost sailor searches for the North Star, so she found her way again by orienting herself in the vastness of her faded memories. Finally, with great effort and satisfaction, she pronounced: «Marilyn».

Constantin stopped in his turn and sat down on a rock. He placed his papers back in the cylinder and stretched his back with a loud crunch of his bones.

«I don't remember mine either,» he said, supporting himself with his hands on his knees. «Jonas says Constantin is my name. I have faded memories. I remember little of who I was before I reached this dark place. But what I must not forget is written here, of course,» he said, clapping his hand on the roll of papers.

Marilyn stared at him, somewhat consoled by that sincere confession and, at the same time, distressed.

«Where are we? I don't understand,» she asked in a dejected voice.

«My task is to lead you to him. He is the one who will give you the answers to the questions you ask. Now, we'd better get back on the road; otherwise, we'll be late, of course,»  said the man, pulling himself together and starting the long walk again at a brisk pace.

«Late for what?» she asked, but her words were lost in the night.

She had taken the amnesia of the night before for granted; she knew that it had happened before that she could not remember. She was aware that she abused alcohol and, at times, drugs, yet she could not recall an episode that would confirm this belief. She was aware of aspects of her past, such as growing up in a remote village in the mountains with her maternal grandparents, but could not remember their faces or names. She could feel the warmth of her mother's embrace before she left and never returned, but she would not be able to recognize her from a photo. She had had a friend, but if they were still on good terms, she could not have sworn to it. She felt as if she were questioning a crystal ball within herself that returned a faded image with each question, contours of a life that had suddenly emptied out. She recognized the shoes she held in her hand but did not know why they were hers. She realized that she could not relive any events from her past life. If she thought of something, she could not contextualize it to a place and time, and the same was true in reverse: if he thought of a place, he could not describe it.

From the depths of memory, a low, hoarse male voice resurfaced, interrupted by dry coughs.

«It is Heisenberg's uncertainty principle: the more you know about the position, the less you can know about the instant.»

The man's face was shrouded in a thick grey cloud. She was surprised that she had memorized a piece of information that she had certainly considered boring and useless, yet it had stuck in some corner of her memory, between a confidence and a tune on the radio.

Was she becoming as insane as Constantin? Would following him in that delirium have accelerated this involution? How could she be sure of Jonas' existence, after all? How could he have left a note in her empty handbag, and, above all, could it have been an invention of Constantin's to lure her to a place and harm her?

On impulse, she clutched her shoes in her hands; she thought she could hit Constantin violently in the head with her heel and knock him unconscious or even kill him. She would have to run for help, even if it meant cutting her feet into the rock and crawling through the desert. She would come out of it, she was sure, just as she was sure she had come out on her own against everything and everyone in the life she no longer remembered.

She felt the adrenalin rushing through her veins and accelerating her heartbeat until her temples throbbed. She would do so at the next stop when the man would take off his hat. Being taller than her, she would have to wait until he was seated in order to strike a blow from above with all the strength she had. She would just have to be cold-blooded and have no hesitation.

«I need to take a break,» she said, accentuating a tired voice and shortness of breath.

Constantin turned towards her but continued walking.

«As you can understand, it's not possible, of course,» was his blunt rejection.

«That wasn't a question, I'm going to stop now,» she said in a more assertive and irritated tone. If only Constantin had been shorter, she would have acted impulsively, moved by anger, there on the spot.

«I don't recommend it, of course,»  reiterated the man without changing inflection.

«And why is that?» she retorted in annoyance.

«Because we have arrived,» he pointed with his long finger, made abnormal by the roll of paper, «of course,» he was not slow to conclude, turning towards her.

Marilyn stepped out of the line of which she was and strained to look toward the horizon. Above the rocks and shrubs, something reflected the moon, growing larger with each step. The blood that had been boiling in her head subsided, giving renewed strength to her tired calves.

When they were a hundred paces from the smooth surface, she understood.

«It is a lake...» she said, seeing the sheet of water reflect the moon.

* * *

Constantin approached the shore and raised the lantern. He used his hat to dim its light intermittently as if to send a signal into the ether. Then he placed the lantern on the ground and waited, sitting on the sand with his sandals brushing against the flickering waves.

Marilyn stared at the skull of the helpless man beneath her. If she had ever had to make an extreme gesture, it would have been the perfect moment, but a light from across the lake caught her attention like a firefly in a forest.
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