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Chapter 1

I

Cogito ergo sum. Je pense, donc je suis. I think, 
therefore I am.

Lost in my thoughts, I looked out of the train 
window and saw the curve of the viaduct ahead 
and a spectacular gorge below. I suddenly realised 
that the train was speeding through the heart of the 
South West toward Toulouse, and I would soon be 
face-to-face with the enigma of Marilyn Jensen.

I think, therefore I am.
Establishing that we exist is a start, but Des- 

cartes didn’t continue the discourse with the ques- 
tion: “I am… but who am I?”

When I was a student, this was always the 
source of much debate. Psychology, psychiatry,  
medicine, philosophy, religion: all proffered theo- 
ries, but none could completely explain the essence 
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of a person’s individuality, their personality, their 
spirit.

What made me so different from Philippe  
Rohart, for example? We had taken the same 
classes, passed the same examinations, gained the 
same qualifications. So what had motivated him to 
create his empire within the medical system, but 
compelled1 me to escape it? And why, since he had 
little but contempt2 for my choices, had he tele- 
phoned me first thing this morning, anxious for my 
help?

The little buffet cart rattled to a stop beside 
me and I bought a coffee. As the water dripped 
through the filter into the plastic cup, I thought 
back to eight o’clock that morning in my apartment 
in Paris. Philippe had used his secretary to place the 
call. He did it to ensure that I realised how impor- 
tant he was these days. She had informed me that 
“Dr Philippe Rohart, the Chef de Clinique of Hôpi- 
tal Casselardit in Toulouse” was on the line, and 
paused as if giving me time to stand to attention  
before announcing that she would connect me to 
him.

I almost expected a musical fanfare, but after 
a brief pause Philippe came on the line, breathless, 
hesitant “Hello? Alexandre? Hello?”

1. compel : obliger
2. he had little but contempt : il n’avait que du mépris
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I detected a small tremor as he observed the 
pleasantries of asking how I was, and what I was 
doing these days. He was doing his best to be socia- 
ble, but it was clear that he had a favour to ask 
and was nervous about introducing the subject. I 
enjoyed prolonging his agony by telling him about 
my latest book. Even across the phone line I could 
hear that he was congratulating me on my success 
through clenched teeth.

Finally, I allowed him to divulge his business. 
He launched into the story of Marilyn Jensen, an 
American tourist who had fallen from a mountain 
path at Saint-Cirq Lapopie.

“She was in a coma after the fall,” he told me, 
“Now she has regained consciousness, but is exhib- 
iting retrograde amnesia.”

“So she can’t recollect the accident. That’s not 
unusual.”

“More than that, Alexandre. It’s global. It’s not  
just the accident that’s a blank. She can’t remem- 
ber anything about herself. Doesn’t recognise her 
fiancé. He was at her side while she was comatose, 
but since she regained consciousness, we’re not per- 
mitting him to enter her room because it’s too per- 
turbing for her. She has no idea who he is. I’d like 
you to come and have a look at her.”
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I’ve encountered amnesia often in patients. It 
can take many forms. It can be caused by trauma, 
physical or mental. It can be caused by tumours, 
seizures*, or degenerative disease.

Sometimes the memories are still there, hidden 
in some cranial cache, and they can be accessed 
again as if recovering data from a faulty computer’s  
hard drive. Sometimes the memories, and the per- 
son that they formed, are lost forever.

I had studied in the USA, and I assumed Philippe  
was calling me in because he wanted someone pro- 
ficient in English to help with the case of this young 
American woman. But then he explained how it 
was more complicated than I realised.

“There was a slight cut on the left side of her 
head. No fractures showed in X-rays. We’re doing 
a CT scan to see if there is any injury to the left 
hemisphere of her brain. At the moment, she seems 
to have a form of aphasia. She cannot comprehend 
or speak her native English.”

I didn’t understand: if she had lost the ability 
to talk, how was she communicating with them 
about her amnesia?

“It’s the strangest thing, Alexandre,” Philippe 
continued, “she understands and can speak per- 
fectly… in French.”

* seizure : crise d’épilepsie


