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This one is for Prita, who stuck by me through the worst of times.


Prologue

Jasmine

The light is poor as I write this late in the night, at a cramped desk, sitting on a heavy steel chair. It’s not just dim, it’s gloomy, which is what you’d expect a prison cell to be. Until some days ago, the law wanted to keep me in. Now that I have agreed to do what the police have asked me to, they say I have to stay here to stay safe. As evidence of their good intentions, they offer to get me the food I want, and any other little comforts I might need, like an extra pillow or a blanket or mosquito repellent, though they refuse to send in a plumber to fix the toilet flush. They’re taken aback when all I ask for by way of extras are a writing pad and a pen, which they give me without demur, though the pen is felt-tipped. They’ve promised to take me to a safe place tomorrow, probably a flat, and to set me free as soon as the “paperwork”, a tedious and mysterious enterprise, is complete. It seems the law, if not society, is willing to forgive me my sins. 

I am not. The blood on my hands won’t wash off, and there are the deaths…deaths can’t be reversed. There’s much in my life that I wish hadn’t happened, and much more that I wish I hadn’t done. The burden of those memories weighs down every waking moment of my life. 

Two deaths in particular I regret. One is my father’s: he died at my hands, not because I wished it, but because of circumstances. I regret his death not because I miss him, or because he was a good man, but because I would have liked him to live knowing the consequences of the way he lived his professional life. He deserved punishment, and what he got, a relatively painless death while being treated for his injuries in a hospital, was much less than he deserved. 

The other…I regret that much, much more: that’s one of the events this story tells. This death I regret because I would have gladly given my own life for it not to happen. But then, life does to you what it will, and you have to deal with it as best you can. Besides, when I think back of the people in whose stead I wish I had died, I find I wouldn’t have a life at all, for the first of them is my mother, who died giving me life. 

This story really is about being born again, not all at once but in fits and starts, a process that is still incomplete, and one that I think will never be really done. When I was younger, there were times when I wished I could live shorn of my memories, be born afresh. And then it happened. I woke up one day born afresh. Over the weeks and months that followed, I remembered. A few of those memories that returned were pleasant, but by far the greater share belonged to those that make me cringe and weep in horror. For all that horror, though, I found myself welcoming them back, because they were, in a sense, myself. And, in the end, I found the burden of memory far lighter than the burden of being nameless. 


Chapter One 

Jasmine

In the beginning it was all slow and gentle. Sounds drifted into my awareness, gathering strength and definition: quick, light footsteps separated by the rustle of cloth, clicks and small thumps, and soft voices whispering in the dark. Then, as my vision improved, I began to see blurs in a light tinged with blue. As the darkness lifted, my vision grew sharper, and the white of a ceiling appeared, with a dusty yellow fan spinning directly above. There were smells, too, strong, some unfamiliar, but bringing disease and injury to mind. 

And then came a rushing thirst, all-consuming, a force I couldn’t resist. When I tried to ask for water, I found I could only moan through a swollen, dry, painful throat. Someone must have heard my distress, for a dark face moved into my field of vision. Whoever it was seemed to understand, for I felt the cool rim of a glass at my lips, and I drank. A few grateful sips was all I could manage before my throat closed up. By then the fire had eased off and already the comfort of darkness was returning and I sank into it with relief. 

I awoke quickly the next time, to the same thirst, to the same little clicks and the hum of the fan revolving above, the same unfamiliar smells, the same blurs that sharpened slowly into objects I knew. This awakening was somehow more complete, I knew, perhaps because there wasn’t that darkness to fall back into. Again, I moaned, and someone responded and came to my side: a nurse, I thought, from the cap above the face that responded so quickly. I drank more water with relief and became aware, suddenly, that I was in a place I’d never been to before. By now I thought I might be able to speak so I tried asking the nurse. A stranger’s voice emerged from my throat, hoarse and slurred, asking where I was. 

“You’re in Malkangiri district hospital,” the nurse replied, smiling pleasantly. “In the post-operative ward.” By now I could see that she wore a white uniform, with a laminated identity card hanging around her neck from a blue tape. 

Hospitals were for the sick, I knew. The unfamiliar smells suddenly made sense: they belonged with illness and death. But I had no memory of falling ill. I couldn’t feel any pain, either. 

“Am I unwell?” I asked. 

“Yes,” she told me softly. “You fell and hurt your head. You’ve had an operation, and you’re getting better.” Then, after a pause, “What’s your name?” 

Until then I’d taken it for granted that I knew who I was. The possibility that I didn’t know hadn’t even occurred to me. Everyone has a name, I knew. I searched for it in my mind, but couldn’t find one. It’ll come, I thought, but instead came a wave of terror, black and heavy and bottomless. It weighed so heavily on my chest that I couldn’t breathe. What was my name? I didn’t know, and when I realized that I didn’t know I felt I was falling off a cliff into the darkness. 

I must have slept after that, for the next thing I remember is waking up again. This time I woke in a soft pale light, with an aching head and back, and a soreness in the groin. The thirst still raged in my throat, but its earlier intensity was gone. I called, but no one came. As I grew used to the semi-darkness, I groped and found what seemed to be a bell on the table by my bed, and rang it. A whole age later, or perhaps a few minutes later, a nurse came, dragging her unwilling feet along the floor. Unsmiling, she gave me the water I needed, and then, like the one who came before, asked my name. 

The terror returned, but now it was tempered by experience. That terror stayed with me over the days I spent in that grimy little hospital ward. Its grip loosened sometimes, but it never let go completely. 

But this time I wasn’t quite as unprepared. By now I had understood that there was a lot I knew, about all kinds of things. I knew, for instance, that everyone has a name, usually one that their parents gave them when they were born, and a home, where they go to. A sadness caught in my throat when I realized that I didn’t know my name, or my parents, or anything at all about where I came from and where I could go when I didn’t need to stay in the hospital. 

Thoughts that seemed familiar drifted in and out of my mind through the confusion. Stand firm, was one. Show no weakness, was another, and shed no tears. Speak as little as possible. Give nothing away. These thoughts were reassuring, like orders, remembered faintly, and I followed them because they offered a refuge of some kind, a hint that lost memories lurked just below some horizon, and would somehow emerge to save me. So I held my tongue, bit back my tears, and ignored the rising panic. I tried to collect my thoughts as best I could, and to learn from what I knew, what I could see, and what I felt. 

I knew, without being told, that I was a woman. Was that because the nurses were women? I had no idea how hospitals were segregated, but I did know, though I’d no memory of having been in a hospital bed, that segregation was important. Obviously I knew about hospitals and nurses and the smell of medicine and the pain of an injection. I knew that there were many professions, and many things I was not. I was not a nurse or a doctor, or a soldier or a cook, or a clerk or a journalist. I knew I was not a saleswoman or a clerk, or a housewife or a teacher. I even understood, from what the nurses told me, that I was in the post-operative ward, that I’d had surgery on my head, and would be released to a general ward in the next few days, but I hadn’t been in a hospital bed ever before. 

I knew that we weren’t in the heat of the summer months. Mornings were faintly chill, and a slow fan was all that was needed for comfort. The summer, with its blinding sun, despite the forests and the reservoir nearby, would be much hotter. But then, at the peak of the gentle winter, it would be slightly cooler, so this was probably February or early March. So, I knew about seasons, and the year, and the calendar. 

But I had no idea how I came to be in that hospital with a broken head and no memory of anything about myself. Not even my name, that simplest of pieces of myself, except that I was a woman. That was what brought the terror, and the question that lodged immovably in the back of my mind: Who am I? 

I shook my head and swallowed. The nurse smiled reassuringly. “Don’t worry,” she said. “You hurt your head. You’ve forgotten some things, that’s all. It’ll all come back.” 

“What’s today’s date?” I asked. 

“Twentieth,” she said. “It’s the twentieth of February, 2020.” She smiled. “My daughter’s birthday. She says it’s 20-02-2020. A special number. Only zeroes and twos.” The smile widened. “She wrote the month first: 02-20-2020. She says they write it like that in America.” 

”How old is she?” I asked. 

“Eight,” came the reply. “She made a birthday card with the date on it.” 

So that was how I remembered the date on which I was born again, to replace the day I was born before. Like the nurse’s daughter’s eighth birthday, it had only zeroes and twos. 


Chapter Two 

Jasmine

They left me alone much of the time. I didn’t need food, for a needle in my arm fed me sugar water out of a bottle hanging upside down on a frame. I didn’t need to use the toilet, for a tube running out of my groin cleared my bladder. Nurses checked my temperature and blood pressure four or five times a day, occasionally took samples of my blood, didn’t answer my questions, and left me to stare at the cracks in the ceiling the rest of the time. I drank water sometimes, but only a few sips at a time. Even that was difficult after the thirst became less urgent, but the nurses insisted. “Drink as much water as you can,” they said. “It’s good for you.” I obeyed and drank until the nausea came. My head ached, and my back, and, as the hours passed, slowly, my whole body became a single large ache. I discovered a bandage on my head, and another on my arm, both where the pains were their sharpest. 

There was time enough to look around. There was the mosaic floor, clean in patches, swept and swabbed twice a day by disinterested cleaners who paid more attention to their mobile phones than to their work despite the signs, in English and Odiya, saying that phones were prohibited. They seemed to ignore the dust on the narrow window sills and beneath some of the furniture. I tried to strike up conversations with them, but their responses were never more than monosyllables, so I gave up after a few attempts, and instead wondered where I had picked up those notions of cleanliness. 

There were the uniformed canteen workers who brought me my meals. The first time one of them brought me a meal, it was breakfast, I told her I couldn’t pay. She just shook her head and said, “No need to pay,” and went away, making it clear she didn’t want to talk. No smile, no talk. The others, too, kept their distance: I didn’t know whether they did this on their own or if they were told do so, and I didn’t ask, because there were so many other things happening in my own mind that I didn’t understand, like the birdsong early in the morning that brought some comfort through a familiarity I couldn’t gauge. 

And then there were those thoughts with familiarity and the promise of return of memory, words drifting across my mind, that I thought of as ghosts. Those ghostly voices gave advice, some of which seemed surreal. This pain is nothing, they said. You’ve been through worse, and it hasn’t touched you inside. They seemed to be right on both counts, for after a while the pain ceased to trouble me, though I was aware of its presence, and, dimly, the presence of old pain, but no memory of it, or its cause. 

The ghosts continued to haunt me, and, as the days passed, I got to know them better, shapeless grey beings that brought advice and floating unconnected words and discomfort and fear. Best of all, they helped the moments go endlessly past. Some of the advice they gave was good but they also brought along fragments of ideas about justice and fairness and fighting for something worthwhile. These seemed vaguely familiar but I couldn’t really remember them in any detail. They filled my mind, leaving little space for other thoughts. I had no hunger or thirst, or any need for sleep, it seemed. Instead, there was an all-consuming need to pay attention to the memories I had lost, memories that lurked at the edges of my mind, but went missing when I looked for them. 

On the day after I woke up the third time, on the 21st of February, after the nurses finished changing the dressings on my head, a painful process, one of them came back. She asked me to sit up, which I did, though I felt a little dizzy. She helped me onto a trolley by the bed and a female ward attendant wheeled me out of the post-operative ward, past the door where a policewoman stood, to a corridor with rooms on both sides. Four doors along the corridor came a staircase to the left, and, along the staircase, a ramp for the trolley. The policewoman, in her khaki uniform, followed the trolley to a women’s ward a floor below, where another nurse helped me into another bed. 

While the transfer was on, I got to look at myself from a different set of angles, and tried to figure out what kind of work I did for a living. From what I could see of myself, I was thin. My hands were rough and fingers thick, my wrists bony and my skin scarred, showing cuts and small burns. I worked with my hands, then, but I couldn’t remember what I did. Was I a cook, then, with knives and flames and hot pots leaving their marks on my hands? No, that didn’t feel right, because…because I knew that I knew very little about food and about cooking. Food for me was a matter of survival, not pleasure… 

Did I work in a workshop? That would be very unusual for a woman, but that, too, didn’t feel right, for I had no idea what went on in a workshop, and knew nothing about wood or metal. Besides, I’d found over my days in bed that I could read and write English and Odiya and perhaps Hindi as well…too much, perhaps, for a person from a workshop. And what of the ghost of the memory of pain? I knew I’d been through a lot of it, but had no idea how or why or when. What kind of work brought such pain? I couldn’t think of any. 

This bed, like the ward around it, was grimy. The toilet stank, and floor was damp. There was dust everywhere, and the fan above was still. As I wondered how I knew that the policewoman was a policewoman, and that I used to call them “khakis”, I found that I knew that the metal rings tying me to the frame of the bed were a pair of handcuffs, which were meant to keep suspects from running away… 

So I was a suspect. 

But what did they suspect me of? “Why are you doing this?” I asked the policewoman. “What have I done? Why am I a prisoner?” 

“I’m doing it because it’s my job,” she replied impassively. No smile, like the nurses, but no frown either, just a blank, unemotional look, as if she were preparing to restrain me if I showed signs of violence. The “khaki” look: a threat behind the quiet. I was sure she’d use her stick on me without hesitation if ever the need arose. “I’m here to make sure you don’t escape. Orders from my Inspector. You’ll have to ask him about the rest of it.” 

“What have I done to deserve this?” I asked, rattling the single handcuff on my left wrist. 

She looked away. Clearly, she wasn’t going to answer. I asked the nurses, and they wouldn’t tell me, either: perhaps they didn’t know. “Wait,” one of them, more sympathetic than the rest, told me. “You’ve taken an injury to your head. You’ll remember, by and by.” 

The time in confinement passed heavily, every second a crawling burden. When I had nothing else to do, I counted them. I made up minutes and hours and I kept track of the dates using a series of cracks in the ceiling, radiating out of a corner to the left of the head of my bed. I was the only patient in the ward, there was no TV, and when I asked if I could have a newspaper, the nurses told me to ask the policewoman, who didn’t even bother to reply. 

There was little to do but observe. I noticed the passing of the day not only from the light in the windows and the warmth of the room but also the changes of shift among the nurses and the police guards. At first, they all seemed to be the same because they did the same things to me— giving me medication, or telling me to change my gown— but as the days passed by I began to see differences. Some were gentle, others in a hurry. But, to my surprise, even the police constables on guard began to differ, even though they were trained to be impassive and watchful. 

I might not have noticed the differences but for their mobile phones. For the first two days they were brusque when someone called. Afterwards, their manner lightened, and from their expressions when they spoke on those phones they became humans. I speculated, from their manner on their phones, whom they were speaking to: husbands, children, parents, and one perhaps had a lover, to whom she spoke with a shyness I never imagined a khaki would have. 

And, for some reason that I couldn’t identify, I was uncomfortable with that, and the discomfort added to the burden of not remembering. The burden was not my ignorance, I realized, but the uncertainty it created. I tried to put it aside and to think matters through. In a moment of clarity that broke the pressing urgency to know about myself, I realized the urgency wasn’t real. I was safe here for now, with bare necessities provided, so all I had to do was keep calm and try to remember. When I remembered, I’d have to go by whatever I remembered, but until then, all I could do was wait and concentrate on getting better. Some vague thought emerged from the back of my mind. “Free your breath,” it said. “Breathe deeply, breathe freely.” I did that for a while, and found myself calming down just a little. Then I remembered more. I remembered someone telling me, “Watch your breath, watch how you breathe in and out.” I did that, too, and found, as my attention shifted from the movement of air in my nose and throat to the movement of my diaphragm, that the calm grew deeper. 

Following the calm came a realization. Besides the things I knew I knew, like about the police and hospitals and the languages, there were fragments of memories floating in my mind. Like the one about breathing, for instance. There were sounds. I could remember someone telling me about the breath, but I had no idea who, or when, or under what circumstances. I also remembered bells…I remembered bells ringing out regularly. What bells were they? Where had I heard them? I had no idea of that either. 

More matters became clear through logic and thought rather than memory or insight. If I had a family, they’d have gone to the police by now about my disappearance. Either I had no family, or they’d given up on me. Mine was no simple case where I’d get my memory back and find my way to a welcoming family. It had become very obvious that I was on my own. It was going to be painful remembering who I was, and what I’d done to get where I was. The more I thought about it, the surer I got that there was something ugly in my past, and the thought sat like a black monkey on my shoulder. 

It haunted me, though, not having a past. Having an ugly past is better than no past at all, I thought, just as having an ugly face is better than no face at all. So I said nothing, and waited, at the very least, for my body to heal, for the pain in my head to go away, and, perhaps, for my mind to heal as well. 

The doctors came twice a day, one in the morning and again in the afternoon, followed by a few nurses, on hand to answer questions or take instructions. They asked brusque questions that the nurses answered, performed quick examinations, issued orders to the nurses, ignored my questions, even my presence, and left without speaking to me directly, though I was the reason for their presence. The nurses fed me tablets and syrups, gave me injections, and changed the bottles of sugar solution that fed me, brought and took away bedpans, and told me nothing. On the third day, they took the needles away, and let me eat and go to the toilet, cooperating to the extent of undoing the handcuffs without questions whenever I needed to go. 

One day a new doctor led the rounds. He was older than the rest, plump and perfumed, and his white coat was spotless, his stethoscope untouched in one of its pockets, and he brought a little cloud of followers, younger doctors and nurses and some kind of an assistant with a notepad. He came to my bedside, looked me up and down briefly, glanced at the history on the pad to the frame at the foot of the bed, muttered something to one of the regular doctors, and went his way. For some reason I couldn’t understand, his coming and going angered me much more than anything else in the hospital. 

After his departure came a brief flash of memory that disturbed me because it came with a flood of rage that I had no reason to feel. 

This is the enemy. This is the privileged one. This is the one who feeds off the labour of the poor. The worker’s sweat pays for the perfume with which he conceals the stench of his own wickedness. 

Society and government are set up to work for people like him. Most common people are simply the means that he uses to support himself and others like him. 

The government is therefore the enemy. Anyone who supports the enemy is also an enemy. 

Did that mean that the tired, sullen nurse who brought me water and told me about her daughter’s birthday was the enemy? Or the other one, the sympathetic one who brought me my first sip of water? Weren’t they the ones who saved my life after my head injury? And what of the khaki speaking tenderly on her phone to someone I thought was her lover? Did it make sense, lumping whole groups of strangers as the enemy, regardless of what they did and how they did it? I remembered vaguely that someone had told me this: there were opposed groups of people, groups that were always in conflict. I tried to remember who told me this, but made no progress. But it made me aware that my feelings didn’t make sense, and I decided then to try to reason matters out whenever I felt anything strongly. I had plenty of time for that, after all. 

After a few days, more khakis came, two men with hard faces and moustaches. After the needles were removed, they began asking questions about myself that I couldn’t answer. They railed at me, and I withdrew into silence, wondering why I feared and hated them, why they repelled me so strongly, why I didn’t trust them. Faced with my silence, they brought their chief and, with him, a doctor from outside, younger and smiling and more human, who, for a change, directed his questions at me instead of the nurses, and actually listened to the answers. “Do you remember what you had for breakfast?” he asked. 

I told him. It was a common poor man’s Odiya breakfast of puris and potatoes. He asked a nurse if that was right, and she nodded. “Do you remember the last few days clearly?” he asked. 

“From the time that I woke up thirsty, I remember very well,” I replied. 

“And before that?” he asked. 

“Nothing,” I replied. The panic rose as I answered, and I gripped the side of the bed hard. “Nothing at all.” 

“Right,” he said, watching carefully. “Don’t panic.” He smiled reassuringly. “I’ve seen this before. Give it another few days.” He turned to the chief of the khakis, a plump, balding man in his fifties, with the insignia of a deputy superintendent on his epaulettes. The policeman had his service revolver in a buttoned holster to his left, butt forward for a cross-draw, with a lanyard attached to a ring on the end of the pistol grip to prevent a casual attempt to grab the weapon. Even with the holster button undone, he’d be slow to get to it… 

“She should continue here for some more time,” the doctor said, while I wondered how I knew so much about khakis and weapons…“A few days. No pressure until then. Call me if she remembers.” 

“How many days?” asked the khaki. 

“A week, at least, maybe ten days,” replied the doctor. “I’ll have another look at her then. After the end of next week.” 

I sensed that they didn’t trust this doctor, either, these khakis, for they were certain that I was lying, and even the doctor’s advice, that a certain amount of memory loss is natural, wouldn’t budge them on that day. 

The khakis were the enemy, I could see that. But this doctor? Dividing people into friends and enemies, grouping them, I realized, only brings trouble. It was obvious. But why was it such a big thing for me? Had I been taught otherwise? By my parents? I had no idea, but I remembered that there were a lot more enemies than there were friends…so many more that I remembered making hiding myself a habit. 

The next day, the last day of February according to my cracks-in-the-ceiling calendar, the older khaki, the deputy superintendent, turned up alone, unarmed, in civilian clothes, smiling, a jolly fat man whose smile never got to his eyes. The nurses and the woman khaki left the room when he nodded at them. “Do you remember anything?” he asked, looming over me at my bedside. “My people and the doctor told me you don’t.” 

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “Nothing. It’s as if I was born here.” 

He held out a photograph, postcard size. When I didn’t take it, he jabbed it at me. “Go on, take it. Have a look.” 

In the photo was the face and shoulders of a man in his sixties, grizzled and angry, with short grey hair and a high forehead. His face reminded me of the face I saw in the cracked mirror in the bathroom. I shook my head. “He looks a little like me, I think,” I said, “but I don’t remember him.” 

“You told him you’re his daughter,” he said. “Then you tried to kill him.” 

“No,” I said, shaking my head, realizing that this was something better forgotten. “I don’t remember.” Was this what I was trying to forget, that I tried to kill my father? 

“That’s why you’re here,” he said. “That’s why you’re in handcuffs, because you attacked him.” 

I had no idea. “Am I really his daughter?” I asked. 

“Yes,” he said. “We sent some samples from you and from him to a lab. They looked at the DNA and said that you’re his daughter. No doubt about it.” 

“I don’t know…” I began. 

He cut me off. “I came to ask you how you found out he’s your father.” 

A great sadness welled up inside me when I thought of not knowing who my father was, one of the fundamental elements of anyone’s past. I pushed it aside, and shook my head. “No,” I said, “I don’t remember.” 

“You broke into his house to talk to him,” he said. “Why? Who taught you how to pick locks?” 

Again I shook my head, and didn’t speak, for there was a lump in my throat. It was harder than before not to cry. I knew about fathers and mothers, but not about my own. “What about my mother?” I asked, when I got my voice back, when I was sure I wouldn’t cry in the presence of this policeman. 

He shook his head. “I only know that she’s dead,” he said. “He got married in 1981, and they had a son. His wife died soon after, and that couldn’t have been your mother. She bore him one son…one son who is on his own, working in Hyderabad.” He rose to leave. “Your father has made some provision for you. You’ll be taken care of in this hospital until you’re well. After that…we’ll see.” He paused to pick up the photo he’d given me. “The doctor told me it’s best to let your memories come back on their own.” He paused again. “Maybe he’s right.” He shook his head, his forehead wrinkling in perplexity. “Is there anything you need?” he asked, finally. 

I shook my head. “No,” I said, “I just need to remember who I am.” 

He sat down again. “May I give you some advice?” he asked. 

“Please,” I replied. “Anything.” 

“Stop this pretence,” he said. “This isn’t a story.” 

“But I’m not pretending,” I said. “I really don’t know.” 

“We have ways of finding out,” he said. 

“Go ahead and use them,” I said. 

“I’m not allowed to. Not without your permission.” 

“You have my permission.” 

“You have to sign a letter for that.” 

“I’ll do it now,” I said. “Gladly. A lie detector test, or whatever you call it.” Even as I said this, I wondered how I knew about lie detectors. 

“You can learn to get around a lie detector,” he said, “but there are other ways.” 

“With drugs?” I asked. “With hypnosis? I’ll agree to all those as well. Get me the paper. I’ll sign it. Since I don’t know even my name, I’ll put my thumbprint on it if you wish. In anyone’s presence, just in case the judge raises questions about it.” How did I know all this, I wondered even as I spoke. 

His expression changed as he looked at me closely, leaning forward to get closer. “You really don’t know,” he said, after a long moment’s silence, his voice turned soft by surprise. 

“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you all along,” I said. I paused, and then the words were wrung out of me. “I’m as desperate to know as you are.” 

“The doctor says that you’ll remember, by and by,” he said, rising, his voice a little doubtful now. “We’ll wait for that. We’ll wait for you to get better. Meanwhile, I’ll see if I can get another doctor to look at you.” 

“Look,” I said, “there is something I need. I need the doctors to tell me what’s wrong. They just ignore me. They just talk to the nurses.” 

“I’ll talk to them,” he promised, softened slightly by his new-found doubt, and left. I lay wondering about my own new-found doubt, for this man no longer seemed like an enemy. Again I thought of my world of black and white, with many enemies and a few friends…what kind of a world had I lived in all these years? What had I learnt? From whom? Suddenly it was on the edge of my mind but I couldn’t get at it… 

A new doctor came next morning, an older man, grey-haired and lean. Unlike the others, he came alone, without a retinue, carrying a file folder in his hand. He was dressed simply but neatly, in a bush-shirt and dark trousers and sandals. I didn’t even know he was a doctor, at first, because he didn’t wear a white coat or carry a stethoscope. He looked around, popped outside for a moment, and returned. “I’m Dr Patnaik,” he said. He raised his folder. “This says something about what happened to you just before you were brought here, but nothing at all about you before that.” He smiled. “I was hoping you might tell me.” 

“I can’t,” I told him bluntly. “I don’t know.” 

He nodded. “It must be terrifying,” he said, laying the file on the side table. “Like falling…and you’ve lost something precious.” He behaved very differently from the others. He didn’t seem to be in a hurry to go somewhere else, for one, and, for another, he talked to me directly, and he didn’t talk as if I were four years old. Instead, he made himself comfortable on a plastic chair beside my bed. “They told me that parts of your memory are gone, so I’ve come to see if we can do something about it. Your file says it’s been about ten days since you hurt yourself,” he said. 

“I don’t remember anything before I woke up in this hospital eight days ago,” I told him. “I remember waking up feeling thirsty and in pain, but nothing before that. Nothing at all.” 

“You don’t have to worry about that,” he said. “You’ve hit your head and injured your brain a little, after which you’ve had some surgery on the brain to remove a blood clot. It takes some time for the brain to recover from that kind of misuse. Is the pain better now?” 

“Yes,” I said. “It’s almost gone.” 

“It’ll go away completely in a few days or maybe weeks,” he said. “We don’t know yet how long it’s going to last. How do you know how many days it has been since you woke up?” 

“I’ve been counting the cracks in the ceiling,” I told him. “I have nothing better to do.” 

He smiled. “At least you’re thinking,” he said, “You’re trying different things. Your memory should come back. Most of it, anyway.” 

“How do you know?” I asked. 

He smiled. “Try to remember the name of the President of Venezuela on January 1, 2018,” he said. 

I shook my head. “No,” I told him. “I can’t remember.” 

“Then try to remember where you were on January 1, 2018,” he said. 

Again I shook my head. “No. No.” 

“Is there a difference between these two things?” he asked. “One of them you know but don’t remember, the other you probably didn’t know at all.” 

“You’re right,” I said. “I don’t think I ever knew the name of any President of Venezuela, but I did know where I was on January 1, 2018…that one feels as if there’s a door in my mind that I can’t open.” I remembered my last conversation with the doubtful khaki, of memories floating just beyond my grasp. 

“Well, that door might open in its own time,” he said. “So will a lot of others, and on their own. Worrying about opening them won’t help. There are, of course, a few doors that might not open, and others that open only in part, but there are some other things we can do.” 

“Like what?” I asked. 

“There’s what we call short-term memory,” he said, “and there’s long-term memory. It’s your long-term memory we’re trying to get at.” 

The words floated up from a well somewhere in my mind. “Yes,” I said. “I remember someone telling me about these things.” 

“Fine,” he said. “There are different kinds of long-term memory, mainly two. There’s episodic memory, for instance, that’s like a sort of diary in which you keep notes about yourself. There’s procedural memory, when you do things automatically, like putting on your clothes, or reading and writing. Can you ride a bicycle?” 

The sudden question took me off balance. “Yes,” I replied, not knowing where the reply came from. Who taught me to ride, I wondered, but there was nothing, not even a faint echo of something far away. “I don’t know how I know.” 

He smiled. “That’s all right.” He
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