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PROLOGUE

Jane felt ill. She declined another glass of wine and asked instead for a weak black tea. As Peter went through to the kitchen to put on the jug, she found two Panadol in her handbag and washed them down with what was left of her sparkling water. Though the water was flat, it had enough fizz to release another wave of nausea and she wondered if she should simply excuse herself and leave. Instead, she went out to the terrace overlooking the pool to see if some fresh air would help.

Her car was parked across the street under a street light, advocating her escape. The wiser choice was to call for a cab and collect her car in the morning, but Jane didn’t want to leave it in the street overnight with its precious cargo in the boot. They had placed the three heavy storage boxes in the car before they sat down to dinner. She was grateful Peter Debreceny had agreed to give her access to his personal files despite the ethical implications, though he had needed some persuading. As a prosecutor, it was improper to share his files with the other side, but the case was twenty years old and he knew Jane wouldn’t misuse them. Her interest was personal not official, an opportunity to end a mystery that had dogged her for years. The Robert Millard case: a client she had failed to keep from going to jail, who had committed suicide after his guilty verdict; a rare and haunting failure that still kept Jane awake on those random nights when his ghost came to sit in silence at the foot of her bed, like her father had after she’d been punished as a child.

Jane drew deeply on the cool night air and convinced herself it was helping. It had been a passing giddiness and nothing more, a reaction to one of the exotic ingredients her host had added to his excellent, if overspiced, meal.

Peter arrived on the terrace with her tea and a glass of Laphroaig for himself. ‘This is what you really need. Peat, smoke, salt-sea air and iodine. It’s literally medicinal.’

Jane declined the scotch and scrutinised her companion. Had Peter been spiking her drinks? Of course not; they were old friends. That she’d thought he was resorting to a date-rape drug only confirmed she was having delusions. But the tea didn’t help. She was feeling unsteady again. Maybe she should call that cab and take the risk the files would be safe. Or ask Peter to swap his car with hers so it could have the added security of his garage.

But as always with Jane, pride and stubbornness prevailed.

As Peter waved her car away from the kerb, she turned up the air-con and opened the windows, Google maps guiding her home. The journey would be over soon enough.

Not that the SUV behind her was helping, its headlights switched to high beam. Were they doing it to annoy her or was her queasiness affecting her patience? Jane tilted her rear-vision mirror and concentrated on the road ahead, but the pest was still behind her when she turned off Bridge Road and headed round Yarra Boulevard towards Toorak. So, they were heading in the same direction. No reason for a rational person to become paranoid over that.

Shivering from the cold, Jane flicked off the air-con and closed the windows and slowed to let them pass. Her shadower slowed as well so Jane sped up and so did they. Matching every variation in speed, they were now blatantly tailgating her. Jane’s rational mind struggled for context. A young male, having fun at her expense? Someone she’d offended – had she cut them off at the lights? Or was it her expensive sports car that brought out the worst in the other driver? Road rage was so commonplace these days it was like trolling, anonymity giving people licence to do what they liked.

She planted her foot to burn him off on a sweeping right-hander. Under normal circumstances she would back her BMW 8 Series against his lumbering four-wheel drive any old day of the week, and under normal circumstances she would have been right. But this wasn’t any old day – or any old night – of the week. Jane was sickening with something or had had an allergic reaction or her food was tainted or her alcohol spiked, or maybe it was blind panic. As the SUV nudged her right-rear fender, the BMW spun out of control, rolling over and over in an explosion of glass and metal and air bags and blood that ended with the car caught in a tangle of vegetation not ten metres from a river in which she would certainly have drowned.

The mocking sound of the four-wheel drive retreated into the night as Jane lay there, unable to move, the taste of blood metallic in her mouth. Her car’s headlights appealed helplessly to the moon as the mournful wail of the car alarm called out in the hope some passing Samaritan might hear the cry and come to Jane’s assistance before her life blood ebbed away.

The Samaritan would come and her life would be saved, but only in a manner of speaking. For when Jane awoke twenty days later she would remember nothing of dinner at Peter Debreceny’s, or her name or address or date of birth, or her father’s name, or her mother’s face, or her grandmother’s reassuring embrace by an open fire in winter. Even the image of herself in the mirror brought back nothing.

All she saw was a stranger with questioning eyes who reminded her of someone’s little sister.






PART ONE

January, 2023


Two little girls squashed on toast,

That is the taste that we love the most.

Two little boys, squashed on bread,

They taste awful – but at least they’re dead.








1.

I tentatively open my eyes – but only a little in case someone is watching – and stay in my state of pretended sleep. The strangers are still there across the room, drinking coffee with their backs towards me so I can’t hear what they’re saying. Talking about me like they always do. Don’t they have lives of their own to live?

She’s Chinese-Australian with big black eyes perpetually on the edge of tears. I call her Ming Zu and him Donis. He’s younger than her, in his late forties I think, possibly the most beautiful man I have ever seen: high cheekbones, deep, soulful eyes, a wide smile like a sunburst with perfect teeth; exquisite, alluring, feminine. They’re watchful, polite and attendant, slaves to my every whim. Except my freedom, on which they defer to ‘the doctor’.

They call me Jane, which is all right with me. It’s a perfectly nice and serviceable name. They probably have their reasons to avoid using my real one.

I have lost all sense of time. They say it’s been three months since ‘the accident’ and that Zoe – whoever she is – sat by my bed every day until she had to go back to New York. Such a long way for someone to come. There has been another visitor, a reticent young woman with pale skin, a ring in her nose and bright blue hair. A volunteer, no doubt, organised by the hospital.

Everyone is trying to be so nice. Sickeningly nice. Smotheringly nice. I want to escape and go to a club with live music or a pub with no responsible alcohol policy. I want someone to pick me up and take me back to a dodgy motel and give me drugs until I get my old life back. I want to jump from an aeroplane with Javier Bardem and free fall until he pulls the ripcord and saves us both from crashing into the sea. But I won’t of course, I’m too well brought up. Too obediently middle class.

‘I want to go home,’ I repeat like an empty mantra. I think it’s what I’m expected to say. Not that I have any concept of where ‘home’ is, but I like the predictability of their reactions: silent tears from Ming Zu and an indulgent smile from Donis.

‘Of course you do, Jane,’ he says. ‘It’s what I want as well. And you’re getting better all the time.’ Such a nice, beautiful androgyne.

He has been bringing photo albums for me to look at, and of course I pretend to be interested. But why would I want to see photos of his life and family? Nothing to do with me. I like it best when he plays the cello, one of those modern electrified things. Classical, jazz, jazz-classical fusion, traditional Irish songs that bring a keening ache to the soul. He’s a virtuoso, a man whose beautiful form becomes an extension of his instrument, a Jacqueline du Pré without her Barenboim muse, solitary and singularly inspired.

Every time they take me outside, there’s a policewoman in the hallway, or sometimes a male. They don’t announce themselves as cops, but I can detect one with my eyes shut; I know I’ve been around them all my life. (Am I a cop myself, injured in the line of duty? I wouldn’t be surprised.) ‘Hello,’ I say. ‘Here again today? And your colleague yesterday who likes to tell jokes, the one who loves her sport and can’t talk about anything else.’ They never answer my questions directly, which is a give-away right there. Cautious, cards close to their chests, Johnny Hoppers. Am I under police protection?

I can’t align my thinking with the words that come out. It’s like I’m at the dentist and my mouth has been anaesthetised. Everyone speaks in riddles. Every question feels like a test. Not that I’m giving them anything: not till I know what they want.

Oh, here comes the doctor now. This will be interesting. It’s amazing how everyone defers to him. But not me. He’s not as clever as he thinks he is. I think he’s a paediatrician who’s used to dealing with children.

‘Good morning, Jane.’ He smiles. ‘And how are you today?’

Well, where do you start with a question like that, given the state of the world? ‘Fine,’ I say. It’s all I’m giving. He’s a doctor. He can figure it out.

He shines a light into my eyes and asks what day of the week it is. I give him a look as if to say, ‘You don’t know?’ Some kind of Masonic ritual, I suspect. He knows there are cops in the hallway. Maybe they’re here for him?

‘What’s this, Jane?’ he says, holding up a stick.

‘A stick,’ I say, as if he’s the dumb one.

‘What’s this on the end?’

‘Decoration.’

‘Yes, but what can it do?’

He runs it through my hair and makes me flinch. Such a personal invasion.

‘I’ll leave it with you. You might like to use it. To get out the knots.’ He places the decorated stick on the bedside table.

As if I’ll be doing that. There’s no ‘nots’ in my hair. No ‘yeses’ either.



There is a big white room with blonde-wood floors. It has an enormous dining table with twelve black leather chairs and a state-of-the-art kitchen that would flatter a three-hat restaurant. There’s a two-door stainless steel fridge, a two-door freezer and glass-fronted wine cabinets filled with wine, exotic beverages and cigars. There’s one of those dishwashers that uses super-heated steam to do a full load in minutes, a top-of-the-range range (pardon the pun) like a chef would use – gas, despite the environment. There are wine racks all the way up to the ceiling, like a mini-cellar, and a selection of chef’s knives that would make a serial killer blush.

I think I know most of the people at the table, though I couldn’t tell you their names. The pretty woman with the smiling cheeks and self-effacing ways is a poisoner, the man beside her with the axe, a charming killer. Dark, handsome, with a habit of laughing at his jokes with a raucous self-congratulatory roar, he is someone who needs to be watched. The woman seated on his other side is trying to ignore the gash in her throat, but her food keeps tumbling out. She dabs at the spillage with her napkin as if it’s perfectly normal, and maybe it is: no-one else seems to care. A child, no more than ten, with parchment skin and bloodless lips, is sucking on a lollipop pacifier made of glass. She needs to take some iron.

I can tell the men (and a solitary woman) at the other end of the table are cops: they keep trying to chat me up. Even the blonde with Jonah Cole… There – I do remember a name after all. Jonah Cole, the crazy cop with a heightened sense of smell. Gave a whole new meaning to sniffing out a crime scene. He once bought me the entire contents of a florist shop in an attempt to impress me. All it did was make me worry about his medication.

The most charismatic man in the room is called Robert. Well, that’s what they call him, though I don’t know his name myself. Sometimes he looks twenty years old, sometimes twice that age. It’s how the light catches him I think, or how he catches the light. Either way, it’s a trick. I think I’ve encountered him a number of times, unless he’s just a cypher. People often are, in that twilight world between wake and sleep. It’s hard to know who to trust.

Robert is tall and thin and slightly hunched with incipient scoliosis. His preferred dress is a black fedora, a green velvet waistcoat, tight-fitting jeans to accentuate his skinny legs and big, too-white sneakers like clown shoes. A heavy leather bag swings on his left shoulder though you can tell there’s not much inside. Like most things with Robert, the bag’s an affectation, more signature than accessory, part of his swagger and groove.

Robert is a fabulist. He can’t lie straight in bed. A born storyteller whose imagination is unfettered by logic or probability, he would be infuriating if he wasn’t so exquisitely entertaining. He doesn’t tell lies, he tells whoppers – stories whose facts are so patently disconnected from the truth that the listener’s not fooled for a moment. Fables so extravagant and unbelievable, the only suspense is in wondering how far he will go.

‘I once guided a party of amateur American ethnologists down the Sepik River in search of a lost tribe of headhunters. We built a shrine on a raft made of tractor tyres in the hope it would give us protection, and slaughtered goats to pacify the gods and fed the entrails to the crocs. An heiress from Florida, who thought she was the love child of Dian Fossey and Louis Leakey, dressed herself in a loincloth and wore a necklace of papier-mâché shrunken heads like a priestess. When we failed to find the headhunters, she staged her own abduction, thinking the party would abandon the journey until they found her and hopefully stumble upon the lost tribe in the process. But the others in the party thought it would invalidate their travel insurance and voted to continue the journey without her. When we returned to civilisation, they claimed the headhunters had kidnapped the heiress and that they had only just escaped themselves owing to “the guile and bravery of their guide”. The whole adventure reinforced the myth that headhunters really did exist along the Sepik and led to the National Geographic sending photographers out on a futile expedition to try to verify the story.’

This was classic Robert. I knew he had never been down the Sepik. He’d never been out of Australia, let alone to New Guinea. Or ever worked as a travel guide. In fact, he thought the river was somewhere in East Africa. The entire story was based on something he’d read in a magazine and seeing Gorillas in the Mist.

I think the big white room with blonde-wood floors is Robert’s home. He seems familiar with the environment and knows where everything is.

‘Where’s the corkscrew, Robert?’ Jonah Cole asks.

‘In the drawers over there – second one down.’

‘Is that a pink oleander in the garden?’ asks the poisoner. ‘Would you like me to decorate the table?’

‘That would be nice,’ says Robert.

‘Maybe the axe man can cut you some branches if you ask him nicely,’ I say.

‘I’d swing more than my axe for you,’ the man roars, as if his charm and sexuality are irresistible.

Sometimes the room is empty and, with nobody there, strangely familiar. I seem to know it intimately, like a room I have examined in detail. I could have told Jonah where to find the corkscrew. And the oleander is hardly hidden: you can see it through the kitchen window. I think the owners are older than Robert, a man and a woman we’ve seen on TV. I don’t know why I think this. I don’t think they’re alive anymore but I don’t know how they died. Violently, perhaps, but it’s only a vague impression – like most things are at the moment; shadowy and indistinct, like motifs in a piece of cello music, resonant of something just out of reach.

There’s a fuzz in my head like cotton wool, keeping my thoughts at bay. The doctor says this is normal, but how would he know if every case is different? Doctor Two-Bob Each Way, Doctor Spin the Wheel and Bet on Red, Doctor Don’t Ask Me – I’m a Neurosurgeon.

I will have to figure it out for myself.






2.

I am not in the hospital anymore. I know I’m not in an aftercare facility, but probably should be. As far as I can ascertain, I am the recipient of Ming Zu’s charity. How can I not be grateful for that?

I’m a guest in her house, but the guest room is starting to pall. I don’t want to be here anymore, in a room so bland it probably came first in the Beige to Invisible Challenge in some homemaking magazine. Thank God she keeps the curtains drawn and the lighting dimmed. It’s not that I’m being held captive or restrained in any way, though my ability to move around is limited. My physical injuries still need attention. The wound in my head is sensitive, especially where my hair was shaved.

‘Good morning, Jane.’

‘Good morning, Nadia.’

It always makes her smile. Like I’m making a major breakthrough by remembering her name. Well, it’s not very difficult. It’s written right there on her name tag. Nadia visits me frequently and makes me repeat her name every time. Is it because she’s trying to reinforce it or because she hopes I might remember her in my will?

‘So, what did Nadia get you to do yesterday?’ she asks as if she’s talking about someone else.

‘I don’t know,’ I say.

‘Don’t you remember? Will Nadia give you a clue?’ She holds up a big blue rubber band.

I know I’ve seen it before, but I still don’t know what it’s for.

She loops it over the bedhead and puts the other end around my hand. ‘Now push.’

I do as she says and stretch it out. It’s not so hard to do.

‘Now, Nadia wants you to release it. Slowly. That’s good. Now do it again.’

In and out I push on the blue rubber band until Nadia counts to fifty. Then she loops it on the other side of the bedhead and does the same with my other arm. It is a complete and utter waste of time. It doesn’t pump up anything or make electricity or do anything useful at all.

‘Have you been doing this when Nadia’s not here?’ she asks, although I’m sure she knows the answer.

‘No,’ I answer, leaving out, Why on earth would I want to do that?

‘Nadia knows it’s hard for you to exercise while you’re still in bed, but it’s very important to keep the muscles from wasting.’

Wasting? This is wasting; wasting energy and wasting time – and a total waste of big rubber bands. Though God only knows what else you could do with them. Put them around great big bundles of letters?

Nadia helps me out of the bed to the chair across the room. This time the rubber band gets double-looped around the chair leg and my ankle. Another fifty ‘outs’ and ‘ins’ and the same with the other leg. And still nothing inflated nor a single watt produced.

I know I’ve been in an accident and that Nadia is trying to help me. But my routine seems to be designed around everyone else’s needs, not mine. Am I here to justify their existence?

‘If you’d like to get out of your nightie, Nadia will take you outside. It’s a lovely day.’

Well, maybe it is, but I’m not going anywhere naked – in that wheelchair or otherwise.

‘Will Nadia help you dress?’

Now she’s reading my thoughts. That must be wrong. Against the Geneva Convention or something.

‘Where are your things? Oh, look – Nadia’s found your underwear under your tracksuit.’

Well, of course Nadia did. Because I put them there. Though, now that I think about it, it seems such a prudish thing to have done. I didn’t used to be this puritanical. Not in the presence of women anyway. Or in the presence of men, for that matter. I don’t remember being this sensitive about my body. It’s not in bad shape. I’ve looked after myself. Taken pride in my appearance. I don’t think I’ve ever been troubled by nakedness or intimacy, so why am I worrying now and hiding my underwear from prying eyes? Did the bump on my head cause this?

Nadia helps me dress and I can’t stop blushing. I hate myself for that. Whoever ‘Jane’ is must have been such a person. If only they’d use my proper name.

Am I being reprogrammed with niceness and big rubber bands? I know they’ve been into my head. What did they do in there, I wonder? Take bits out or shift bits around? Or swap bits with someone else? I know the mirrors in this house aren’t mirrors at all but some kind of projection of someone else looking back. Which should be alarming but somehow it isn’t, because they’re not fooling me for a second. I still have my faculties and the upper hand. I can see through everything they do. And I know I have to keep thinking like this – if I don’t, I will fall apart.

‘Courage, Jane,’ I say to myself. ‘Or whoever it is you are.’

It is nice being out in the garden. Nadia enjoys it too, pushing me around in a wheelchair as if I’ve lost the use of my legs. Which I know isn’t true because I’ve tried and they’re strong. It’s my balance that lets me down.

‘Tell Nadia if you get cold,’ says Nadia.

‘Yes, Nadia,’ I say, playing the part of ‘Jane’ to keep everyone else from worrying. It’s such a responsibility. Is that why they call us patients? Because it’s the virtue we have to have as we carry the world and everyone around us until we manage to get back to where we were? Or beyond, to where we are going? Or into the next existence or parallel realm? Is this place with wheelchairs and big rubber bands called Limbo? Am I finally in that spiritual world I have rejected all my humanist life? Some in-between, separating this life and the next?

The walls of the garden are so high it feels like a prison, but I know my prison is all in my head. How I know this, I’m not sure. But for some reason my world seems familiar, like I know the state I’m in because I’ve seen it before, if not in myself then in others. This knowledge is a clue, I keep thinking, a lifeline I mustn’t let slip, a thin vein so delicate it could snap in an instant if I weigh it with too much expectation.

And if it breaks then I know I’ll be lost, adrift in unfathomable dark, my fragile grasp on sanity severed forever, gone and irretrievable. It’s a bleak and terrifying prospect. It’s a dangerous game, this game of life, this balancing act on the edge of annihilation. But like a pilgrim, I know I have been here before and that I had better not screw it up.



Today’s the day we go to the spaceship. Ming Zu takes me there every week. I would rather go to the movies. She calls it the hospital but I think that’s her little joke. All those blue uniforms and shiny surfaces and coloured lines to follow as you move from one sector to the next. It certainly feels like a spaceship to me.

The big machine is like an airlock as it whirs and clunks around me. Sometimes I worry it might spit me out, casting me into the void. The crew always tell me how important it is to keep still and I imagine someone’s finger hovering over a big red button marked ‘eject’ in case I inadvertently twitch. I exist in a world where the margins are thin and oblivion accompanies the slightest mistake.

There’s another machine that slices my brain into a selection of colourful images. I wonder how many times they can do this without turning everything to mush. Afterall, a ham at the butcher’s only gets to go through the meat slicer once. Why should my brain be any different? There’s a lot to hang on to in there, and I need to keep it intact. I am struggling to remember a whole lot of things and shuffling the cards isn’t helping.

Doctor Two-Bob considers the results and tries to explain them, but he’s too hung-up on the pretty colours. It’s just an inkblot test as far as I can see and who puts their trust in those anymore? This spaceship is time-travelling backwards… Wouldn’t that be nice? I know I’m struggling to remember things, like the accident that seems so important. And people’s names, like ‘Zoe’, and whatever it is Donis’s photo albums are expected to trigger.

‘Describe yourself to me,’ asks Two-Bob. ‘As if you were telling a stranger how to recognise you if you were arranging to meet.’

Well, that one came from nowhere. At least he’s asking me something new. ‘I’d send a photograph.’

‘But if you didn’t have one.’

Well, that’s preposterous, but I don’t have the energy to go into that. ‘Female.’

‘Yes.’

‘Fifty. Something.’

‘Yes.’

‘Dark hair.’

‘… Go on.’ He didn’t seem to like that answer.

‘Brown eyes.’ I can feel an unseen hand moving closer to the big red button.

He gets up and fetches something from across the room. ‘See if this helps.’

A bright light reflects down from the ceiling and burns into my eyes. Two-Bob adjusts the object so it shows a face looking back at me.

‘Is this an iPad?’ I ask.

‘No. A mirror.’

Now I know he’s lying. I thought he was here to help.

‘So, tell me again. To help the stranger. Female, fifty-something…’

‘Dark hair and brown eyes.’ I finish it for him although I thought it was me who was struggling to remember.

‘Is that what you see in the mirror, Jane?’

‘No.’

‘Then who do you see?’

‘Someone else.’

‘And how can that be?’

Now he’s making me cry, which he always does when his tricks become too clever.

‘How do you know it isn’t you?’ he continues, feigning a bedside manner.

‘Because this person isn’t crying and I am. Plus she’s blonde with blue eyes and I’m not.’

Two-Bob takes the mirror and puts it aside while I brace for the inevitable. But the eject button doesn’t engage, thank God. The crew must be on a break.






3.

On the way back to the film set where Ming Zu pretends to live, we stop at an ice-cream truck by the river. She unfolds a wheelchair from the boot of her car and helps me into it. I don’t complain. If I didn’t qualify as disabled before, I have earned the label now. We sit in the sun and compare flavours. My chocolate chip and her apricot blancmange. She offers me a taste but I politely decline. It looks like ‘brain orange’ to me.

Ming Zu watches as I smile at the cyclists gliding by on the pathway. They have clearly got their lives together even if the rest of us haven’t.

‘You know you did that every day? Rode your bike along here.’

At first I think she’s talking to someone else.

‘When you get better, we should try it again.’

‘We? Do you ride bikes as well?’

‘Well, no,’ she confesses, ‘but I know I should. It’s a great way to keep in shape.’

What shape is that? I wonder. Is she about to turn into a wolf? There’s something lupine about Ming Zu. I bet she loves those vampire books where people shapeshift all the time. Is that what’s happening to me?

I wish there was someone I could trust, someone who could tell me the truth or, in the absence of that, simply leave me alone. That would be nice. Then I could figure things out for myself. I seem controlled by other people’s agendas: Doctor Two-Bob and his silly games and his uniformed crew with their big red button; Nadia with her blue rubber bands; and Ming Zu, deciding what ice cream I want and talking about going cycling. Did I ask for any of that?

There must be a way to reboot the brain, to turn it off and on again. To wind everything back to zero and open the stopcock so the past flows back when it’s ready. Like everything in life, it’s finding the key, the metaphor that’s right for you. There are no answers to be found in the literal – in the black and white or the right and wrong. If it was as easy as that, then you’d do what you’re told and put your faith in a mirror.



Ah, this is better. I am back with my people again. The big white room is warm and cosy despite the rain outside. It’s another noisy dinner party with an overabundance of booze. Excess is in the air tonight, a licence to do what you like.

The couple who own the place are conjuring up a feast. Husband and wife, professional chefs – I’ve seen them on TV. You can tell when they place the plates in front of you that they have given you everything they have. Not just the taste, which is beyond sublime, but their hearts and souls as well. Their meal is a gift of love.

Robert holds court, telling fanciful tales while slipping chocolates to his little sister. She’s made a bed for herself under the table but I’m the only one who seems to notice.

The cops and crooks still sit apart as a mark of mutual disrespect. The game depends on them and us and to mingle would blur the lines. I alone seem to slip between them, as if I’m the only one they trust.

‘Tell the inspector that nobody likes him. And to stick his badge up his arse.’

‘Tell Leftie to come and do it himself. He’s been up more arseholes than me.’

The party is out of control with everyone talking at once. I try to join in but feel like an observer rather than an invited guest. Am I a spy? A professional go-between, some kind of double agent? I hold my hand over the candle but can’t feel the heat. I laugh at everyone’s jokes as loud as I can, but nobody laughs at mine. No matter how much I eat, my plate remains full and my lipstick leaves no trace on my glass. Do I even exist anymore? Am I only a memory, and if so, is that memory mine or somebody else’s? And why am I even thinking like this, so obsessed with the mind’s machinations, of thoughts and demons and fragile dreams and life at its most precarious?

I look at the fireplace and search for an answer in the dying embers, but there is only one thought in my mind: if a backdraft should come down that chimney right now, it would surely take me away.



Somebody’s holding my hand. It’s Donis. I must have fallen asleep.

‘Hello, Jane,’ he says with his perfect smile.

I wish he wouldn’t call me that. They all seem to miss her so much. She must have been a special person.

‘I’ve found some photos of the time we had at Margaret River when the orchestra played in the vineyard. Do you remember you were worried about getting away because your court case was running late?’ He lays out a range of photos. I have never seen them before. I recognise him and his orchestra among the vines, but I can’t see myself when he points me out, even when I put on my glasses. Of course, I go along with it all, not wanting to make a fuss. He shows me someone coming out of the ocean at Cottesloe and I can see why he likes to think it’s me. Whoever it is looks great in a bathing suit, but she’s got somebody else’s head.

‘Would you like to go back there, Jane?’ he asks. ‘You loved the warmth of the Indian Ocean.’

‘But isn’t it bad for shark attacks?’

‘Jane – that’s fantastic,’ he says, jumping up. ‘You remember?’

‘Well, I remember reading it somewhere, Donis, but you’re enjoying this more than you should.’

‘You were there when one happened. We were walking the beach after breakfast. A swimmer, a man in his sixties. It’s all coming back. Your memory is better than mine. As they dragged him ashore, you went down to help, because of your medical knowledge. Maybe I can find the newspaper article. I think you got a mention.’

There I am, caught out again for playing along as Jane. I blame myself and nobody else. When is this going to end? I want to tell him I’m not Jane or the person in the photos, but it shouldn’t be this hard. There’s too many of them lined up against me and not nearly enough of me. A patient needs an advocate to protect them from such a relentless attack. They should go hire a private detective, find Jane and leave me the fuck alone!

Sorry. I don’t need to talk like that.

As Donis gathers up his photos, he spills some onto the bed. I help him to put them back in his folder. And there it is, as large as life. A photograph of me. There are four people in the photo. Donis and the woman in the bathing suit, though in the photo she’s wearing a dress. And another man, who I have never seen before, standing with his arm around me.

Donis can see my reaction. He takes the photo and hands it back. ‘Do you know the people in this photograph, Jane?’ He sounds almost afraid to ask.

‘Two of them, yes.’

‘And who are the ones you know?’

‘You and me.’

I can see Donis is barely breathing. ‘Can you point them out?’

‘That’s you,’ I say pointing at him, though I know the big test’s to come.

‘And you, Jane? Which one is you?’

‘There,’ I say, pointing at me. I so want to please him and please myself too, but I’m not going to lie to make him happy.

Donis looks at me with his soulful eyes. ‘That’s Virginia,’ he says. ‘That’s Richard and Virginia at Richard’s sixtieth. And that’s you and me standing beside them.’

I might have known he’d say something like that. This fight for my brain is relentless. If I had only selected the Jane option, the one he wanted, and gone along with it all, then maybe they’d leave me alone.

Perhaps it is something I should seriously consider if I want to get out of this place.






4.

What happens next is utterly predictable. Donis tells Ming Zu and Ming Zu phones Doctor Two-Bob and here I am back at the spaceship. Donis’s folder of photos sits on the doctor’s desk; what a couple of snitches they are. Doctor Two-Bob checks my blood pressure and taps my knees with his little hammer. He’s no better than any GP. It’s like checking the health of a house by reading the water meter. A specialist should be more thorough than that.

‘So, we’ve solved one of our little mysteries. Your memory of yourself has been confused with that of your friend, Virginia. Is she someone you particularly admire?’

No more than anyone else, I think, not feeling the need to explain.

‘It’s not something I’ve encountered before, but as I’ve said…’

‘… every case is different,’ I finish for him. If he doesn’t have anything new to say, why say it at all?

‘Exactly. Memory returns in its own way when it’s ready. With many deviations along the way. There’s no logic involved. When the mind goes blank, people panic to fill the gaps and your vivid memory of your friend became confused with your image of yourself. Which is why the mirror confused you. It must have been very distressing.’

There he goes again, reinforcing his conclusions at my expense. No wonder I keep my mouth shut.

‘I think you’ve been trying too hard, Jane. Trying to force things along. I know Elizabeth and Tim want to take you back to your apartment.’

‘Who?’

‘Sorry. You call them Ming Zu and Donis.’

I call them that because that’s who they are. Though admittedly Donis is a nickname for Adonis. But if everyone persists in calling me Jane, then aren’t I free to return the favour?

‘You need to tell me what you’re thinking, Jane.’

‘Why?’

‘Because if you don’t tell me, I have no way to know.’

Uh oh. He’s going for his cardboard box of tricks again.

‘What’s this, Jane?’ he says, holding up a toothbrush.

‘A toothbrush.’

‘Can you show me how to use it?’

Against my better judgement, I humour him and rub it against my teeth.

‘Very good, Jane. Very good.’ He takes it from me, puts it back in the box and takes out a pair of scissors. ‘And what’s this?’

Doesn’t he mean ‘what are these?’? But I’m not here to correct his grammar. Or cut my hair, if that’s what he wants. I’ll be shaving my armpits next.

‘Tell me what you’re thinking.’

‘I’m thinking you want me to shave my armpits.’

Is it my fault he looks confused? A neurosurgeon should be cleverer than this by definition. Don’t ask the question if you don’t want to hear the answer.

‘How would you feel if Elizabeth… Ming Zu… arranged for Virginia to visit?’

‘No.’ Doesn’t he realise how terrifying that prospect might be? What if he’s right and I’ve confused her for me? Or if he’s wrong and she’s nothing like I imagine? And if I am using her as my reference point, what happens if that’s taken away?

‘Would you look in the mirror again for me, please?’

He has got to be fucking joking. ‘No.’

‘Well, when you’re ready, Jane. There’s no need to push things along. But I think we’re making progress at last. I think we’re doing fine.’

Which is where every session ends with Doctor Two-Bob. Where he feels better and gives me a smile and checks his watch for the next appointment. I am glad he is doing so well because I am most definitely not.



Ah, peace at last. The house is mine. Everyone has gone to bed. Ming Zu and her husband who smiles but never speaks; their two children, the boy with his head in his iPad and the girl who goes to tennis lessons twice a week. ‘She’ll play in the Australian Open one day,’ says Ming Zu. ‘Her coach thinks she’s a natural.’

With the walker to help my balance, I can go anywhere I like and I start by looking for the bathroom. Where have they hidden it tonight? Yesterday, I found it in a cupboard under the stairs. Not only had they gone to the trouble of moving it from the other end of the hallway, they had removed the bath and shower as well.

This house is like a Chinese puzzle, though I’d never say that to Ming Zu. Sometimes the kitchen’s to the left, sometimes it’s to the right. Why they want to mess with my sense of direction, I don’t know. It seems counter-intuitive to my recovery. Now the kitchen is back where it was last week, looking out into the garden.

It’s a disappointing room. No top-of-the-range range and double-door fridges. No wine racks all the way to the ceiling. No blonde-wood floors, no table for twelve, no laughter and gaiety either. This is a kitchen for a nuclear family of ghosts who are never seen. Ming Zu insists on keeping them quiet. I would prefer some noise myself, if only to prove they were here.

I run some water from the tap into my hand and get a wet sleeve for my trouble. There’s a cup by the sink, but all that does is send the water over the wall. The pressure is so strong it is clearly intended to put out a fire and the taps are designed so the water goes straight down the drain. I pull up my sleeve and cup my hand to drink from the raging tap, which is now running hot. Everything is lined up against me. What this kitchen needs is a bubbler.

Across the garden, there’s an open door beside the pool house and I see they’ve now put the toilet out there. Don’t they know I can’t manage the walker on the lawn? It won’t be my fault if I pee on the floor.

There’s a mirror on the wall nearby. Am I game to take a look? It hasn’t been a good experience. I meet myself halfway and take the walker across the room to examine what’s under my bandages while carefully avoiding my face. The scars are healing but still purple. I seem to know the significance of this, though I am sure I haven’t been told. Doctor Two-Bob never discusses this stuff; I think he thinks my weals are for his eyes only. The main scar begins in front of my ear and extends up through the temple like a question mark ending in the middle of my hairline. I can count where twenty-two sutures and skin clips have been. I can only guess what has gone on in there. Nothing good, I suspect.

I turn away from the mirror in case someone else is watching me back and try to conjure up this ‘Virginia’ person who I’m told is a very close friend. Well, not so close that she didn’t borrow my identity when I needed it most. Ming Zu, who calls herself Elizabeth, thinks the three of us go out for dinner together with someone else called Jasmine. At least every couple of months, she says, so we don’t lose touch with each other. Well, it’s easy for her to say; she hasn’t lost touch with herself.

Is that what’s happened to me? I’ve lost touch? My life is inhabited by strangers who somehow feel familiar. Is that because I have been in this state for so long? That I know them because I am getting to know them, not because I knew them before? Maybe there’s no history between us apart from what they tell me. Am I expected to take them on trust?

So they think the accident may have been deliberate, but how would they know? Were they there? Was anyone else? They agree there were no witnesses, apart from the other driver, so why do they have to be so melodramatic? Who would want to run me off the road and do me harm? I don’t have any enemies – at least none that I can remember. Isn’t it enough that I’m struggling to regain my memory without elaborate conspiracy theories to make the path to recovery more precarious than it needs to be?

But why am I thinking of this in a kitchen instead of a favourite recipe? That’s what I’ll do. That’s the best remedy. I’ll bake a cake. Out come the eggs and the flour, the sugar and butter. You never forget something you’ve done since you were a child. It’s like riding a bike. You can simply surrender yourself to the process. This goes with that and that goes with this. Or is it the other way round? Eggs with the butter and milk, or eggs with the flour and sugar? Just start again: you’ll find your rhythm. Thank God Ming Zu keeps a full larder. But where does she keep the chocolate?

I am making a mess but that doesn’t matter; I have never been a tidy cook. And the deal we have in our household is that the one who cooks never cleans up. That’s for the other person to do…

Household? Other person? What other person is that? I know Donis would like to think it’s him. And he’s got photos to back it up.

Is it my suspicion that’s holding me back? A stubbornness that prevents me from accepting being told who I am? A conviction that it is something only I can discover? When I’m ready, in my own good time.

What a mess I’ve made. There’s flour all over the place and not even the beginnings of a cake. And what’s the point? I can’t use the oven anyway. I don’t even know how to turn it on.

My tears splash onto the flour on the bench, a pattern in the snow. I don’t hear myself sob, but the tears fall like rain. I have read somewhere that six minutes is normal for a woman to cry. (Only two minutes for a man.) Should I set a timer and go for the record?

I can’t remember this accident they talk about. Or what my life was like before that. I can’t remember cycling along the river or listening to an orchestra in a vineyard in Western Australia. I can’t remember a shark attack. I can’t remember any birthdays or where I go for Christmas. I can’t remember those dinners with Virginia, Jasmine and Ming Zu when she is Elizabeth, if that’s who she is. I also can’t remember the last time I cried, but I am crying now as if I need to empty a deep dark well. Maybe this purging will clear my head. I am trying to sign my name in the flour, but the tears keep distorting the signature so I can’t read what it says. Talk about self-sabotage. I think I’m an expert at that.

I have to find a toilet, quickly. I’ll take the chance it’s still at the end of the hall.

Shit. I think I have woken them up. Come on, walker, don’t let me down.

I stay in the dark as quiet as a mouse and hear Ming Zu calling out.

‘Is that you, Jane? Are you in there? Is everything all right?’

I wonder if she’s been to the kitchen. That would have given her a clue. God. Now she’s knocking on the door. Doesn’t she know toilets are sacrosanct, a refuge, like a church?

She opens the door and turns on the light. Thank God I am sitting with my back towards her. Oh, look – the bath and the shower are back.
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