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  Imagine a man standing on a rocky shoreline looking out to sea, pondering the question, the same question we whisper when we look up at night into a
  star-crazed sky  swirls of light millions of years old  everything moving away, or toward, or around: Whats out there?


  This man is an average guy except for this need he has when it comes to the ocean. He is a man who will go out of his way to stand on beaches and look out to sea. He will pull over to the
  side of a highway or a road, he will get off a train or disembark a bus and then stand at the edge of whatever ocean is there with his awe and wonder vibrating. Often, depending on how he feels, he
  will hum Barbers Adagio for Strings. He thinks he remembers this music was one of the pieces played at JFKs funeral. He could be wrong about this, but it is easy for him to imagine
  this music: a military band playing regally, painfully, marching in front of a long line of black vehicles. It is the perfect music for the funeral procession of a president, and it is the ideal
  music for oceans. Oceans are big enough to handle the sorrow of Barbers Adagio. Sometimes the first notes of this music are just there, in the back of his throat, waiting, ready. He begins
  to hum and all the following notes seem to know what they must do to make the melody.


  Its raining. Hes wearing a ratty dark blue baseball cap thats seen better days. Its pulled down to his eyebrows as protection from the rain. He shakes his head,
  marvels at the redundancy of rain while standing next to an ocean. So much water just there in the rising and falling swells, in the ebb and flow, in wave after wave  so much water and yet
  it rains. He smiles at the ocean.


  This is a desolate, rocky place. Its rocks seem old, as if they have been written down in an ancient, forgotten language. He read somewhere there were fossil beds along this shore. He does
  not doubt this. He inhales deeply. Thinks: green, humid, incomprehensible.


  He glances up, squints through the streaky grey sky, and drifts back to the only question that matters. He knows he is not the first to stand in wonder at the edge of an ocean. Human beings
  across the spectrum of time have stood at the edges of things they couldnt comprehend and drifted in the mystery of not knowing. We no longer think of oceans as frightening, mysterious, or
  forbidding. Not today. We have lost our deference and awe for oceans because we are no longer dependent. We fly over them, look down from 35,000 feet, maybe notice a glint of sunlight, or the way
  colour dances.


  But this man can easily conjure up respect and even fear. He can easily muster a meditation on courage. He looks out and feels the oceans coldness  understands the uncaring
  green and grey, the undulating deep heart of it. It takes courage to face the unknown with gusto. He wishes he didnt know about oceans. That way he could be certain that he has the courage.
  But you cannot erase your own knowledge, he thinks, so this rumination is only a game played by an idiot who fears the unknown.


  
    
  


  
    
      Sometimes the best map will not guide you


      You cant see whats round the bend


      Sometimes the road leads through dark places


      Sometimes the darkness is your friend


       Bruce Cockburn,


      from Pacing the Cage

    

  




  
    
  


  ONE


  Sevilla Institute for the Mentally Ill


  Sevilla, Spain


  THE PASSAGE FROM FREEDOM to incarceration is never an easy one. The passage from an unacknowledged, untested sanity to a diagnosed insanity is equally
  problematic. The first time Nurse Consuela Emma Lopez entered his world, it was with nervousness  with the trepidation of a sparrow pecking the ground a few metres in front of a perfectly
  motionless cat. He was immobile on a bed in the admitting area, restrained and drugged. Hed arrived at the institute kicking and screaming.


  Consuela heard the shouting, wondered who it was and what it was that had him so upset. She could have written this off as just another ugly and loud admittance in a long string of ugly and loud
  admittances. But the sound of someone in pain or distress always gets through to her heart. The sound of this mans voice caused her to pause, to look up from her work and ache a little. The
  timbre of this particular voice vibrated in her. She cared, immediately. This is not something she likes about herself. Not that theres anything wrong with caring. Its a good quality
  for a nurse. Its just that she wishes she were tougher, more thick-skinned.


  Consuela almost tiptoes into the room  silently but not so timidly as to suggest she is uncomfortable in the admitting room. The lights have been dimmed and a curtain drawn around his
  bed. Theyve drugged him, she thinks, and theyre waiting for the drugs to kick in. She peeks through a slit in the curtain. Its difficult to say how old he is but she would
  guess thirty-five, maybe thirty-eight, despite the greying-verging-on-white hair. He has a kind, narrow face but hes obviously been through something, some sort of trying experience, an
  ordeal of some kind. There are bags under his eyes, and there are scratches  some deeper than others  across his forehead. His jaw has been bandaged.


  Consuela finds his chart hanging on the far wall. She flips it open and finds an exercise in ambiguity. Scant details about where he was found. The words Strait of Gibraltar and
  Palos. No name. A notation on the sedative hed been given  a hefty dose of Rohypnol. And a number.


  Nurses talk. They tell stories at coffee. Two hours earlier a black van had arrived and out had climbed three members of the National Police Force with the new patient wedged between them. They
  delivered him, wrapped tightly in a strait-jacket, to the admitting area. His clothes were bloodstained, his shirt ripped. Despite the restraints, he was wild. Hed broken the nose of one of
  the policemen with a lurching head butt to the face. Theyd said something about his name being Bolivar and that hed been found in the Strait of Gibraltar. In the strait?
  a nurse asked. Surely you mean near the strait? The policeman had looked at her with dehumanizing, flat disdain, signed the papers that were thrust toward him, dropped the pen on the
  counter, and departed quickly. It seemed that the transport and handoff of this patient had been a trying experience for these men. They were glad to be rid of him. Consuela saw them as they were
  leaving and remembers thinking they were very serious, severe  if theyd had clowns in both pockets of their trousers, they wouldnt have smiled. They reminded her of her ex. The
  black, stiff uniforms. Those intensely earnest faces. The type of men that follow orders unquestioningly.


  ~ ~ ~


  When Bolivar opens his eyes two days later, he is calm and seems rational. Hes restrained in the bed and there is still one policeman outside in the hallway  just
  in case. The guard sits straight in a wooden chair to the left of the door. He checks the identification badges of everyone who enters, makes a note on his clipboard. This is Consuelas fifth
  time in, and the guard barely looks at her.


  Qu da es ste? Par favor. The new patient stares at Consuela. His voice is demanding, almost commanding. Its a voice that is perhaps
  used to giving orders. His head is lifted and hes trying to see what it is thats keeping him down in the bed.


  Qu?


  "Qu da es ste? What day is it?


  It is Sunday, Consuela says.


  Sunday? What date? He pulls at his wrist restraints, still checking.


  Sunday, the fourth day of April.


  April? You mean August. Where am I? He flexes against the ankle restraints.


  Sevilla.


  How did I get here? What happened to me?


  You were brought here  She stops. What exactly can she tell him? Shes not sure.


  I was in Palos. It all went sideways. There were two girls. Are they all right? Everything went horribly wrong . . . But his voice trails off as if he is slowly finding the answers
  to his own questions.


  I was in Palos. I remember broken glass. People shouting. The ships were in the harbour. He stops. He looks at her with such expectant eyes. And? he says.
  And?


  What did this man want? And what? What is he looking for? What was he expecting to hear? Consuela shrugs and looks at him hopefully, looking for help.


  Why am I tied to this bed? Im perfectly fine. My ships, though. Have they . . . have they sailed? Hes irritated. Yanks at the wrist ties.


  Ships? Shes thinking she should probably not say any more. There ought to be doctors here. The psychologists at this asylum are some of the best in the world. In the
  institutions lengthy history, theyd had people from all over Europe as patients  even a couple of kings and a few wayward princesses had called this place home for brief
  periods of time. It had been one of the first asylums in the world to actually attempt to help the mentally ill  to get at the root cause of an illness. When it first opened, so-called
  treatments in other parts of Europe were still muddled in the casting out of devils or burning people or drowning them as witches  remarkably final and fatal cures  while the Sevilla
  Institute was actually caring for the mentally ill. This place, this hospital of innocents, has been a relatively safe haven for many, many years.


  Ill get a doctor, Consuela says, turning.


  Wait.


  She stops.


  Get me a phone, he snaps. I want to make a call.


  Pardon?


  A phone damnit. Look, I am Columbus. Christopher Columbus. I know the queen, the queen and the king. They can vouch for me. I am to lead three ships across the Western Sea. Weve
  got a deal, damnit! Just get them on the phone.


  Whoa, she thinks. Consuela can hear the earnest certainty of his voice. He believes what hes saying. You want to fall off the edge of the Earth? Consuela is performing her
  own little experiment. You want to die?


  You dont believe that. Nobody but a simpleton would believe that old wives tale. Try not to underestimate my intelligence and Ill do the same for you.


  Ill let Dr. Fuentes know youre awake.


  Yes, let your doctor know that Im hungry, and I have to piss, and Im not crazy.


  She shuts the door  the click echoes in the stone hallway. Consuela walks past the admitting desk and around the corner to Dr. Fuentess office. She knocks on his door. Waits.
  Knocks again.


  The door squeaks open, slowly. Yes. What is it? He says this with the bearing of someone who has been doing something frustrating and this intrusion is the icing on the annoyance
  cake. Dr. Fuentes is a tall, clean-shaven man who is a fastidious bureaucrat. Hes just been appointed chief of staff at the institute. Consuela is honestly uncertain about his skills as a
  doctor.


  He holds the door open with one hand and fumbles with his labcoat buttons with the other. The sound of a chair scraping on a tiled floor comes from inside the office.


  Patient 9214 is awake. Consuela decides she does not want to know who else is in there. Damnit! She hates stuff like this  office politics. Knowing the human contents of Dr.
  Fuentess office would put her in the middle of something. There was no scraping sound, she tells herself. It was nothing. There was no scraping.


  Thank you. The doctor releases the door but catches it immediately. Wait. Is he still sedated? She nods. Fair enough. There was no way to know for sure if this new
  patient was going to explode again or if he was done.


  ~ ~ ~


  Consuela wakes up at her usual time, thinking about this patient who wanted her to call a king and queen whove been dead for nearly five hundred years, on a telephone.
  Shes intrigued. Regardless of his ranting, she liked the colour of his voice. It sounded like burnt sienna, and at the bottom, the colour and texture of fine sand.


  She does not work today, and so she grinds the coffee beans, boils water, and makes a leisurely French press. She pushes the kitchen window open and is immediately aware of the difference in the
  quality of air. It never really cooled off overnight. The air conditioning in her flat is now at cross-purposes with this open window. The warm, dry air pushes up against the cool, forced air of
  her apartment.


  Shes been moving around her apartment, waiting for sunrise on the Guadalquivir. This riverside flat has been her home for six years and sunrise is one of the benefits. She loves her
  mornings with the fine, dusty orange colour inching its way up her walls. This apartment came with a wall of bookshelves in the living room, which Consuela had no problem filling.


  She added two more stand-alone shelves in her bedroom. She pauses this morning in front of a row of her to-read books  books shes bought because of a review, a mention in another
  book, or a recommendation, or because the cover spoke to her. She pauses at Calvinos Invisible Cities. She runs her finger down the spine of Ridley Walker. She tilts a book
  called Tropisms and the Age of Suspicion by Nathalie Sarraute as if to slide it off the shelf  this was a recent addition, found in a bookstore in Madrid, bottom of a pile, hideously
  ugly cover but there was something about the title. She eventually picks Bulgakovs The Master and Margarita. But decides mornings are not for starting novels. She takes the Bulgakov
  into her bedroom and places it on the bedside table.


  In the kitchen, she opens the newspaper and immediately wants a cigarette. The coffee, the newspaper, and the time spark a memory of smoking. Four years of not smoking and still the cravings
  come. Less frequently now, but still. Consuela performs a mental checklist of the places where shes stashed cigarettes in the past. Ridiculous because her stashes have long since been
  pillaged or abandoned. She knows, positively, there are no secret stashes of cigarettes in her flat. But she remembers where they used to be.


  The sparrows are playing in the orange trees and palms along the river. Flirting with the dark river, thrilled at the prospect of light, as if they have the most ridiculously brief memories and
  sunrise is always an excited surprise. Do birds remember days? There are no clouds in this pink-tinged, predawn sky. It will likely be another blistering hot day.


  It seems the front section of her newspaper is always about bombings and killings and scandals. The ramifications of bombings and killings. Accusation of scandals, and the fear of more actual
  bombings.


  Consuela flips to the entertainment section where there are movies, some stupidly violent and even one about bombings  this makes her smile a bit  but for the most part, the news
  here is pleasant. In fact, its not really news at all.


  Consuela pushes the French-press plunger and pours herself a mug of coffee. She looks across the river, across the city, and wonders what it was like five hundred years ago, before the New World
  was discovered by Europeans, before Columbus sailed out of Palos. Why would this new patient go there? Why Columbus? Why not Genghis Khan or one of the Roman emperors, or, keeping with
  Spain, Pablo Picasso, Salvador Dali, or Ferdinand of Aragon? Christopher Columbus doesnt seem like much fun. Obsessed with the prospect of discovery. Desperate for people to believe him.
  Pigheaded to the point of ignoring all those absolutely correct scholars who repeatedly told him that China was too far  that hed never make it. Not fun.


  She takes a big gulp of coffee. Ah, we dont pick our delusions, she thinks.


  Consuela cant tell if she actually knows about Columbus, or if shes simply half recalling the Hollywood renditions of Columbus from the movies about him.


  God, I could use a cigarette, she says to the sun as it pushes its way onto the river, into the sky, and splashes yellow into her eyes.


  ~ ~ ~


  Consuela wasnt at that first meeting, but she could see the change in her patient. Columbus had gone from lucid and slightly outlandish to frenzied and implausible
   from conversational to incoherent. Must have been a hell of a session. Afterward, it seems he truly went mad inside a steady, over-prescribed lineup of sedatives and antipsychotics, some of
  which were so obscure that Consuela had to look them up. They threw everything and anything at Columbus to keep him quiet, harmless, and unagitated. Columbus refused to wear clothing. At most, when
  in the hallways and gardens and courtyards, he wore a robe. He just didnt care. In his room, he was naked, always. He spent days and weeks as a drooling idiot in a corner of his room,
  slumped over and muttering to himself. He would stare at the stone wall, rock back and forth, and mutter, Ships to sea. Ships to sea. This is me. This is me. Ships to sea! Me! Me!
  ME! This became his mantra  this, and his constant inquiries as to what day it was. The passage of time was important to Columbus. He was diligent about it  obsessive. Even
  when he was hazy from some new adjustment to his meds, he found a way to know what day it was and how long hed been at the institute.


  The orderlies dreaded going into this cell. Room. They dreaded going into this room. Dr. Fuentes insists his staff call the cells rooms. Theyre far more like cells than rooms, but
  the doctor is the boss. Patient 9214 was crafty and fast. Further, he hadnt weakened. At least, not physically. When they had to get in to clean or check on Columbus, Consuela would dope him
  up on as much Diazepam as she could safely administer. Even then, while slower, he was still dangerous. He was always good for one crazy lunge or kick. There were times, in the weeks following his
  arrival, when Consuela had to swallow fear as she looked at him; she had to will herself to be calm, to breathe with long, even inhalations. She remembers being scared silly.


  Up until a few weeks ago, Consuela did not go into his room unless she was with an orderly. Those first few days, when he was restrained, she was fine being alone in the room. But after the
  restraints came off, he was unpredictably violent, as well as incoherent, with occasional bouts of lucidity and a lot of gibberish. Even now he still strikes out with a righteous violence, and his
  resolve to escape is emphatic. Columbus wants to go to sea. This is clear from his babble. Apparently something horrible will happen out there. Something only he can stop. There are days when
  Consuela wonders if she should just tell him how the real Christopher Columbus has already made the journey to the New World  that its all been discovered. And it wasnt exactly
  India or Japan. It was more a dangerous wasteland filled with risk  not exactly profitable. Not much gold. Some interesting birds. A lot of land for the taking. The real Christopher Columbus
  has been to the New World and returned. But she thinks that telling this story would be mean. This man does no harm by believing himself to be Christopher Columbus.


  For the remainder of April and all of May, Columbus is a testing ground for antipsychotic drug regimens. Near the end of May, Dr. Fuentes announces his engagement to the nurse who was very
  likely in his office that April day. Sergio, one of the better orderlies, dies in a climbing accident in the mountains at the beginning of June. And Consuela carries on as usual. She continues to
  date but finds most men uninteresting after a few hours of telling lies over dinner. Once the thin veneer of genuinely interesting wears off, Consuela escapes into drinking too much wine, which
  eventually leads to her saying something true  usually brutal and true. And, confronted by blunt truth, most men run screaming from the room. Second dates for Consuela are rare.


  ~ ~ ~


  June 25 is Consuelas birthday. When she arrives at work, she looks through the barred hatch at the man who has only a number in her world, though he does have a name for
  himself. Officially she refers to this man as patient 9214. Unofficially he is, of course, Christopher Columbus.


  Consuela stops in front of the door to patient 855s room in D wing. Inside is the pope  at least, a patient who thinks shes the pope. Rather optimistic to think there could
  actually be a female pope in the first place, and of course, she is not the pope.


  Regardless of the odds against there ever being a female pope, Consuela likes this one. Pope Cecelia the First. There is a regal gentleness about her. Consuela likes chatting with her, is always
  blessed by her, and certainly does not mind kissing her ring every time she enters or leaves the room. Shes not sure if this is what happens with the real pope. Do people kiss his ring? Is
  kissing somebodys ring the highest form of respect?


  Consuela opens the door. Good morning, Your Holiness.


  Oh, good morning, dear. Bless you. Bless you.


  The pope is wearing two housecoats and an ornate purple smoking jacket. She smiles her gap-toothed smile at Consuela. Ashen skin, sandy grey hair. She stretches out her hand and Consuela
  recognizes her cue.


  She takes her leave of the pope and checks again on Columbus.


  Hes sleeping soundly. The light in the room is faint but she can see a few strands of grey hair across his pillow. Consuela pushes the viewing portal door shut and turns around. She
  shakes her head, partly with pity and partly with admiration at his dogged, undaunted determination. In his almost lucid moments, he has never wavered from his story. He is Christopher Columbus,
  and his mission in life is to venture out onto the Western Sea, straight across the dark ocean, until he finds a route to the East Indies and China. He is going to find a new way to acquire the
  much-needed spices from the East. Even inside his drug-induced state, his babbling confirms this obsession.


  
    
  


  TWO


  FOR CONSUELA, MORNINGS at the Sevilla Institute for the Mentally Ill are divided by routine, peaceful and usually uneventful.
  She arrives early, makes coffee, and moves gently into her day. She checks on seventeen patients, makes notes on anything unusual, and then has time to herself.


  Two days after her birthday, Consuela is a couple of hours into her shift when Columbus stands up and looks into the two-way mirror, behind which Consuela is slumped with her morning coffee, her
  legs over the arm of the chair. Shed been thinking about a man shed slept with a few weeks back  the first in more than a year. Shed been imagining him and actually
  feeling quite aroused. His name was Antonio and he was certainly not a keeper. But as a physical distraction, he was exquisite. He was a generous lover, thought about her pleasure, liked to kiss.
  Consuela had an hour to herself every morning, in between her various duties at the hospital. This morning, she wants to meander with Antonio. Just a little reverie. Just a little drift into recent
  memory. The door is locked. All is well and quiet. She just needed to focus. But Columbus looks straight into the mirror  looks directly at her. I know youre there,
  Consuela, he says, smiling, his eyes flashing with clarity.


  She drops her coffee mug on the floor. It shatters and hot coffee splashes up her legs.


  Jesus! Relax, she tells herself, he cant actually see you. But its unnerving.


  He clears his throat. Swallows. Its time, Nurse Consuela, that I told you about how I got my ships. It wasnt easy, you know. I want to tell you the one true and only,
  emphatically accurate, and undeniably authentic story of how Christopher Columbus  he smiles a little boys smile, innocent and playful  thats me, got his
  ships and set to sea.


  She has no idea about the true identity of this man. But what if we are what we believe ourselves to be? Consuela has no doubt about his belief that he is, in fact, Christopher Columbus.
  Thats the easy part.


  ~ ~ ~


  Everybody knows Columbus had three ships. A couple of days after Columbus announces his intention to tell her his story, Consuela gets the twelve-ship dream, a story that is
  more of a delusion built into a forgery of a dream. Dr. Fuentes, who seems distracted, verging on indifferent, has directed her to listen carefully to everything Columbus says and to make notes.
  This is what she does.


  I had a dream, Columbus says. His back is to her. Hes picking at a scab of lifted paint on the windowsill, flicking at the jagged, pale green edge. Thick woollen socks on
  his feet and a housecoat that is never done up constitute his only clothing. Consuela glances at this patient who is so uninterested in wearing anything but socks and a robe. She has adjusted to
  his oddly timed erections, which she gets to see quite often. She has become used to his body  the parts that, as a psychiatric nurse, she would not normally see. Columbuss erections
  have become common in her work world. She was fascinated, in the beginning, to have these semi-regular glimpses into the workings of male genitalia. It was a rare morning that Columbus did not wake
  up with an erection. He seemed to be unaffected by these pointed morning intrusions. He just carried on. She did not find this to be erotic. It wasnt sexual. She did not think for a second
  that she was the inspiration. But there was something intimate and vulnerable about his semi-nakedness  beyond the obvious. Compared to the nurses she worked with, Consuela hadnt had
  much experience with men, even though she had been married once, when she was seventeen. Not a sound decision on her part. She married as a way to get out into the world, away from home. And Rolf
  could dance like an angel. Dancing with Rolf, for Consuela, was like flying. But the man was not yet a man  completely jealous, macho stupid, controlling, and nowhere near to understanding
  himself. Emotionally retarded. Intellectually banal. He was a bodyguard for one of the ministers in the government. She couldnt figure out why a minister of Health and Consumption would need
  a bodyguard, but she never asked the question out loud. Rolf was probably a very good bodyguard. He was self-important but serious about his duties. Eventually he found a woman even less evolved
  than himself, and one day Consuela came home from the university, put her books on the kitchen table, and knew he was gone. She didnt even bother with the faintly hopeful Hello
  or Anybody home? or Honey, Im home. Nothing had changed physically in their apartment  Rolf took nothing with him except for his clothes and all the money
  from their bank account. Even though Consuela knew it was for the best, she still grieved. She vowed to live in darkness until she felt better, and used an entire roll of Rolfs duct tape on
  the light switches so she was forced to live up to her vow. Her illogical sadness lasted three weeks, two cases of wine, three bags of oranges, and forty candles. And at the end of her grieving,
  she only remembered that Rolf was a very good dancer, a good kisser, and always smelled good.


  I had a dream, Columbus says again, a little louder this time.


  Really! A dream! Fascinating! Consuela is changing his sheets. She has no idea he is at the edge of a story.


  Columbus smiles. Your humour, this sarcasm of yours, becomes more and more appealing to me. I love it. In fact, your smart-assery is so witty Im stunned into silence by its
  brilliance. How could I possibly carry on? I would rather have one of Nurse Felicias enemas, with all its implicit unpleasantness, than go on with this conversation.


  She stops with a pillowcase halfway snuggled onto his pillow, looks at him with clean eyes. She quickly finishes his bed, tucking and folding back the angles with the same care she gives her own
  bed. She does not want to appear eager. He does not turn around. Remains propped sideways in the window, seated on the sill. Its raining. A drizzle at best, but steady since 5 A.M. Consuela knows this because she starts work at 4:45 A.M. Okay. Okay, she says. Tell me about your dream.


  The grey invades the room. The rain light seems almost a physical presence as he begins to speak, his words cutting through the gloom  his word pictures carving space.


  ~ ~ ~


  Perhaps, he says, it begins with fourteen ships embedded in a dream of a dream, tucked away inside yet another dream . . . And at the bottom of this
  illusory funnel is a glorious beginning . . . Imagine Columbus arrived. Imagine him in his polished breastplate, about to step onto the beach of Japan or India after many days at sea. After all the
  doubting and lying and cajoling, he and his men are finally in the land of Marco Polo. They did it by sailing straight across the Western Sea. Can you imagine that?


  ~ ~ ~


  Columbus thinks he remembers it. Thousands of cheering people, brushed clean by unreality. Everyone smelled good. There was no reeking, fetid human stench. No rotting meat. No
  toilet water in the streets. No boatloads of expulsed Jews in the harbour. No inquisitors lurking in the back streets. No disease. No. This was a brilliant parting. The air was filled with flower
  petals. Colourful banners snapping in the breeze. The thousands were waving and shouting their good wishes. Even the king and queen were there, nodding their approval, watching with the same
  hopeful eyes as everyone else. Then fourteen ships put out to sea. Fourteen ships unfurled their sails and moved out of the harbour.


  At some point near the beginning of their journey, after a particularly severe storm, two ships turned back. There were problems, either with the ships or with the hearts of the men who sailed
  them. So now, many days across the Western Sea, only twelve ships are anchored off the coast of first land. Many days? Thats the best he can do! Many days! Many days could mean anything. A
  hundred? Two hundred? Twenty-one? Forty? What? This lack of detail in his dream vexes. He keeps turning the dream over and repeating the loss of the two ships, and the arrival of the twelve at this
  place, wherever that is. No matter how many times he flips it over, it always comes out as many days across the Western Sea.


  They smelled it first. At dusk a warm breeze arched over them from the west. The cool underbelly scent of plants and trees wafted out to greet them, to draw them closer. Fragrances most of the
  men had never experienced. The scent is green and luxuriant. And there were birds. Multicoloured birds circling their ships and landing in the masts. Birds with secrets, he remembers thinking.


  Some of the men argued as to which one of them spotted land first. There was a substantial financial reward for being the one who first brought the news of land. In the end, the captain of the
  lead ship takes credit, takes the reward because he believed he was the first to see the hazy outline of land. Yes, yes, yes, the boy, Alphonso, called out that land was there, but nobody could
  see! They all looked and there was nothing  just the grey cloud, swirling mist, nothing! It was the captain who said There and pointed at it. The boy saw nothing!


  The crewmen all knew it wasnt him. But it doesnt matter. All that matters is they have arrived after a long journey many thought would end in starvation and death. Despite the
  naysayers and the many meetings and persuasions and backroom deals in Spain, they have finally arrived. Their spirits are high because there are going to be rewards for taking this risk. No one is
  thinking about history or legacy  they are motivated by something more basic. Fame and title, and the immediate: riches. Nobody knows how much gold and silver there will be. Nobody knows if
  the current owners of gold and silver value it as much as these hungry men do.


  Darkness falls and a thick mist eddies around the ships, but every now and then they can see the tops of trees teasing in the dim light.


  In the lead ship, a ship called the Isabella, there is a man writing in his journal. He is writing about how many days they had been at sea. We have been at sea for, he
  writes, but the pen stops and the ink blotches the paper. He tries it again. We have been at sea for . . .


  But surely this is important, he thinks. Weve been at sea for how many days? Why dont I know! How can I not know? I am the captain of this venture!


  Boy, he snaps. The captains boy, Alphonso, approaches the desk. He has been in the corner polishing the breastplate Columbus will wear in the morning when he steps ashore in
  India, or Japan, or wherever this place is.


  Yes, sir, the boy says slowly.


  I have a question for you. It is a question to which you should have an answer.


  I will do my best, my captain. Alphonso is not afraid of Columbus but he is aware of his volatile temperament. The captain sounds grumpy right now so caution is warranted.


  How many days have we been at sea?


  Alphonso knows this number. Every one of the crew knows the number. It is the most important number they have. It is more important than birthdays or years of age. But because it is so
  important, Alphonso thinks Columbus is testing him  testing his intelligence. Its a trick question and so requires a careful answer. We have been at sea since we left from
  port, he says, smiling.


  Columbus sighs. Yes, that is true. And that translates to how many days, exactly?


  As many days as it took us to make this glorious journey, Alphonso says. Columbus frowns. Alphonso notices this shift, so he decides to lay on the God-and-country routine in order
  to protect himself. This journey that was inspired by God and completed in Gods name and was performed in the name of our king and queen. Hes more than a little wary
  now. Columbus is glaring at him.


  Columbus sighs more heavily. Yes, yes, yes. God, God, and more God. King and queen. Queens and kings. But how many days, exactly? The number. The number, Alphonso!


  Ten? he says timidly.


  Do you know how to count?


  For the most part, yes.


  They both turn to look toward the door as they hear steps down the inner corridor. Someone knocks heavily. Three quick, light knocks followed by a clunk.


  Come in, Bartholomew, Columbus says.


  The door creaks open and Bartholomew enters. He is smiling, beaming with joy. One would be hard-pressed to see any resemblance in these brothers. Bartholomew is wider in his face with a thick
  black beard, and his eyes are dark and set farther apart than Columbuss. His voice booms, where his brothers voice commands. In the morning you will finish what you
  started, Bartholomew says. Those dullards in the universities will shake their heads in wonder and awe. They will have to bow down to you, Christopher! You will be more famous than
  Marco Polo. In the morning we will meet with the rulers of India or of Japan, and we will let them know that Spain is open for business from across the ocean!


  He produces a bottle of wine from his robes and holds it up. I think we deserve a drink, my brother. Its been a long, hard journey. I have been saving this.


  Alphonso, Columbus says. Glasses. Alphonso makes his escape toward the cabinet in which glasses are kept. Nothing is finished, my brother, until we get back to
  Spain and prove weve been here. By the way, Bartholomew, what is the official count on the number of days we have been at sea?


  The official count? There is no official count. That would mean there is also an unofficial count. There is only one count and you know  Are you all right? Are you feeling
  ill?


  A little weary, perhaps.


  An uncomfortable silence grows between them. Columbus dearly wants someone to tell him the number of days theyve been at sea, and Bartholomew wonders about his brothers mental
  well-being. Alphonso  who doesnt want any more trick questions  avoids eye contact and goes back to his polishing.


  Bartholomew pours the wine and raises his glass. Well, to the new route and the man who found it.


  To those who unwaveringly believed and followed, Columbus says. And to God who blesses us at every turn. And to the king and queen of Spain.


  They down their wine. Bartholomew pours again.


  To the man who first spotted landfall after our long journey.


  To me, again, Columbus says. It was I who pointed to land. I did the pointing. You have to point or it doesnt count.


  Wouldnt actually seeing land be as important?


  And how do you signify to those around you that you have seen? You point! I pointed.


  Columbus spends the rest of the evening alone in his quarters reading over his journal entries, which turn out to be a long, run-together diatribe on everything from the weather to women and the
  colours of clouds. They are undated, unnumbered, and hold no clues as to how long it took them to arrive.


  In the morning the mist burns off quickly, and they can see they are very close to a spectacular city nestled between two mountains. What fortune to have anchored so close to a city! The dock is
  swarming with thousands of people. Red and silver and gold banners fly from the domes and spirals.


  Columbus stands on the deck and looks across the harbour. There is a small boat in the water waiting for him. Bartholomew is on board. They are flying the Spanish flag. They also have red
  banners. The sun is shining. The sun is very bright. It hits the water and splashes in his eyes. He raises a hand as a shield.


  On the dock, Columbus prepares to walk on a carpet of red flower petals toward his destiny. This is the moment he has been moving toward his entire life. There at the end of the square is the
  emperor, or the king, of this place. Red flower petals seem to fall from the sky. Columbus is presented with gold and silver, frankincense and myrrh. Then he is bowing a greeting to the emperor.
  Your Majesty, he says. Its very bright here. The sun is very bright. In fact, its almost too bright. Yet Im cold, he thinks. The breeze is chill.
  You would think with all this blasted sun that it would be warmer. Its so bright. But its cold. Im cold . . .


  Columbus!


  He hears a frantic voice. Yes, Your Majesty.


  Columbus! Christopher, wake up!


  Wake up?


  Yes, wake up!


  Columbus sits up in the bed and looks around the room. The sun is streaming through open windows. He is naked on top of the blankets and he has goose bumps on his arms. The sun has not yet
  warmed the night chill out of the morning. Through the window is a view of the ocean, but Columbus cant see anything except that it is very bright. Beatriz is frowning at him from across the
  room. It takes a few minutes for him to see colours. Her robe is wrapped tightly around her body  a pink, protective armour. Her arms are folded across her chest.


  You were dreaming  speaking in your sleep, she says.


  Mmmmm, he grunts.


  You were dreaming about her again, werent you? Her words are pinpricks.


  There is no right answer to a question like this from Beatriz. Columbus has been down this road many times. He could explain it was just a dream and the things that happen in dreams cannot be
  controlled, but hes not sure thats true. Even though he was not dreaming of any women, hes inclined to try and rationalize dreams in general. By saying our dreams cannot be
  controlled, however, he is also saying that he is guilty of dreaming about the woman in question. He could just deny it  speak the truth. But then she will likely not believe him.


  Beatriz stands up, lets her armour fall aside. She turns her back to him and fills her glass with water. You were crying out her name.


  I was? Why would I be calling out the name of someone I was not dreaming of? What name did I call out?


  You said, Your Majesty.


  Relief. Yes, yes, of course, because I was dreaming the end of the journey across the Western Sea. And there was a majesty there to greet me  a man, a king of some
  kind.


  A man? she says with a mocking edge to her voice. You want me to believe you were dreaming of a man?


  Yes. He was smiling and there were thousands cheering. I led twelve ships, in my dream, across the ocean, and it seems I did it with very little hardship. Bartholomew was there and
   Columbus stops. She doesnt need to know everything. She doesnt need to know he could not remember, or did not know, how long it took to sail across the ocean.
  Shes liable to ask if he continues his report.


  Beatriz is not yet smiling but her face has softened. She has not wrapped herself back up. Its okay for Columbus to see her body now. Its okay to open herself to him, a little. She
  moves a candelabra from a shelf to the table across the room. The candles are not lit. Theres no need for candles as the room is awash with sunlight. Her robe feathers as she moves. She
  shows him her body in this movement. Columbus relaxes a bit. After all, this was just a dream. How can he be held accountable for his dreams? One cannot control ones dreams.


  And in this dream, you made it back in one piece?


  Columbus tenses. Breathe, he tells himself. Breathe. There are times when it is all right to lie, he thinks. In this dream he remembers having no hope of being able to return. No idea of how
  far. No idea of how many days. Nobody on the bloody ship knew how long it had taken them to get across the Western Sea. He thinks there are times when God, being a man and also a god, will
  understand that a lie is sometimes required. God will draw upon all He knows of men and women and instantly forgive certain small untruths, even infidelities.


  Beatriz turns toward him, finds his face. Columbus? You made it back, right?


  Yes, of course, he says. Piece of cake.


  ~ ~ ~


  Consuela stands up. Looks at him. Flat-lines her voice. You dreamed about Columbus having a dream?


  Yes, I dreamed I was having a dream.


  She sighs. And Beatriz is . . . ?


  Ah, yes. A delicate flower. The most amazing green eyes! She was my woman. She bore me a son.


  Your woman, not your wife?


  What is it with women and marriage? You think all your problems will be solved and your life complete if only you can marry. Isnt that a bit delusional?


  So you did not marry Beatriz.


  We exchanged vows. We exchanged rings.


  But you did not marry her.


  No. Its complicated.


  This perks Consuelas ears. A woman and a child. This is a first. A woman, according to Dr. Fuentes, could be at the heart of his illness.


  But you loved her.


  Of course I loved her. Dont be so stupid. She was my woman.


  What happened to her?


  Beatriz? Nothing happened to her. Shes in Barcelona. She works as a barista. She doesnt have to. She has a stipend. It was arranged.


  I notice she doesnt visit very often. She doesnt visit at all.


  Ah, yes, well, that can be explained by reminding you of the unique vagaries of all women. While I love Beatriz to this day, she was not my only love. No offence to you, Nurse Consuela,
  but this ability to love more than one woman is one of the traits of men that is not appreciated by most women.


  You fooled around on her.


  Hes not sure how to answer her. He does not have the language to speak his heart about Beatriz.


  Im not judging, Consuela says. Im just interested. Columbus leans forward. Hands on his chin, elbows on his knees. He seems on the verge of saying
  something but then pulls back  just closes his eyes and sighs. Look, there were days when I was daunted. I was depressed about this journey. I would wake up in the morning in a new
  town and yes, there were, sometimes, distractions. He sighs again. Look, this is a brutal, ugly time. The Inquisition is running around accusing and burning people and saving us from
  ourselves. People are scared . . . I was scared most of the time.


  
    
  


  THREE


  AN INTERPOL YELLOW NOTICE flashes on his screen and Emile Germain cant recall what the hell the yellow alert means
   not exactly. Its been a while. He has to look it up. Emile pulls a white binder from the shelf beside his desk and flips to the section that deals with alerts. Yellow, he recalls
  with the help of the binder, is to assist in locating missing persons, often minors, or to identify people who are unable to identify themselves. His computer beeps. A blue notice pops up attached
  to the same file. He scans down the open page to blue: to collect additional information about a persons identity, location, or illegal activities in relation to a criminal matter.


  Merde! Two alerts on one man. They have no idea if hes a threat. There was no colour code for a person of interest, but Emile could read between the lines: Interpol wanted this guy
  found.


  The man, his assignment, was declared officially suspicious and off the grid in April. Under the circumstances, its understandable that one missing person was shunted down the priority
  list. The likelihood that he is dead is high. The trail had gone cold. His file was basically forgotten. The report says he had been seen by several unreliable witnesses, and then he was gone. A
  magic trick. A disappearing act. Spain is a vast country  forty million people. This was just one vanished man inside a chaos of people and landscapes.


  Cold trails were Emiles specialty. Hopeless cases were his forte. His ex-wife used to say it was because he could tap into the artistic side of his brain and make oblique connections.


  Emile pushes his shoulders into the back of the chair and breathes deeply. The wooden chair was a gift from her. Shed found it in an antique shop with a cement Buddha head sitting on it.
  She was assured by the owner of the shop that the chair was well over a hundred years old and in excellent condition. She probably paid too much but she was in love, and the Buddha head had been
  there a long time. It had to be good karma to act as a platform for a Buddha, she said  to serve the Buddha in this way. This booga-booga side of his ex-wife was annoying as hell when they
  were together, but now Emile found he missed her booga-booga: the incense, the strings of tiny brass bells above the bed, soy milk in his Cheerios, the incessantly changing colours on the walls in
  their bedroom. She had taken most of this away when she left. Though she did leave a small silver Buddha in the bathroom. And, of course, shed left the chair.


  Emile has the luxury of working out of his home, a penthouse in the heart of the Right Bank of Paris, the market district of rue Montorgueil. Its a small flat but its rare to find
  an apartment with a private terrace and a view. From the roof, he can see Montmartre and Sacr-Coeur, and the Museum of Modern Art.


  He was up for a glass of water, and on his way back to bed decided to check his e-mail. He had been expecting the cases to begin arriving again and this mysterious person of interest is the
  first.


  Somebody at headquarters in Lyon has attached a brief newspaper story about a baffled stranger in Valdepeas, south of Madrid  a man asking for directions. Police were called but
  the man was not found. Hed disappeared. The thing is, he kept asking for directions to different places: Sevilla, Granada, Tarifa, Marbella, and half a dozen other towns, cities, and
  villages. First hed ask for food and then directions, always to someplace new. He was very courteous, always grateful. The good people of Valdepeas were worried about him.


  Emile makes a little whistling sound. Well, thats a long shot, he thinks. But at least its a place to start. Two years of being away, two years of therapy, and now hes
  thrown right back into the mix.


  Emile scrolls to the top of the file. Who the hell is this guy?


  ~ ~ ~


  Sometimes the map will not do. The map will never be the territory. One must get out in the field in order to understand. While Emile can make telephone calls and send e-mails
  and look at maps from the comfort of his flat, its not the same as going out into the world and having a look-see. Hes never found anyone by just looking at a map. Hell rent a
  car in Madrid, interview the people who may have seen this man, and follow any leads.


  Soon hell be working the same hours he was logging before the incident. Admittedly, hed been one of the busier agents. He was always trying to find someone. Even when he
  wasnt on the job, his thoughts drifted easily to the missing people to whom he was assigned. Hed been away from work for a long time, and now the cases had already started arriving
  and his bosses in Lyon would be relying on his unique talents. Yes, he was going to get busy again.


  ~ ~ ~


  If I leave you clues, could you find me? his wife had asked him before it went to pieces. I want to be one of the people you find.


  Emile smiles. She does not.


  Emile was baffled. What the hell did she want from me?


  Shed complained that he obsessed over his work. These people youre assigned to find  you make it so personal.


  Focus. I focus, Emile says to himself, trying to shake away the cobwebs of his past.


  ~ ~ ~


  He takes his laptop to the roof terrace with a Thermos of coffee. He places the computer on the small wooden table and pours coffee into his mug. He turns the knob on the little
  propane heater. It clicks to life with a small flicker, then slowly, as Emile turns it on high, the flame glows a bright hissing orange. He finds comfort in this sound. He does not open the
  computer. He drifts to the suspicious man in Madrid.


  Emile does not think he is dead. If he is as hot as the two alerts suggest, this man is likely holed up somewhere licking his wounds like a big cat or a bear. Hes found a cave. Maybe
  hes damaged in some way and he needs to stay off the grid  hes going to wait it out. Emile can relate to this  he understands this. Hes had experience with holing
  up. He worries, though, that this guy is just an innocent who needs help. Emile has read and reread the interviews with the witnesses, looking for that snippet of information that will point in the
  right direction. One of these witnesses says the man he saw was Chinese, or Japanese, or Korean. Another witness swears she saw him crying, sobbing uncontrollably. Another says he was
  Arabic-looking, he was holding some sort of bag under his arm, and he was most certainly not weeping. Hes gone over the file a dozen times. He knows everything there is to know. If
  theres an oblique connection to be made, hes not seeing it. There is one thing he knows about this man that was not written in the file: not one of the witnesses reacted out of fear.
  They all seemed to be concerned about his well-being. This man may be suspicious but he is not frightening.


  Emile will begin in Madrid. Then hell go to Valdepeas and talk to the people who fed and gave directions to the apparently lost man. The likelihood this is the same guy is remote
  but its all hes got.


  Emile closes his eyes to the grey city. The hazy sky. The diffused lights. He can feel warmth from the heater on his cheeks. In two hours hell be on the train to Madrid.


  ~ ~ ~


  Oh, theres land out there all right. I know theres landfall out there in the Western Sea. Hes pacing Dr. Fuentess office. Back and
  forth, frenetic energy barely contained.


  Dr. Fuentes motions for him to come and sit. An open-handed gesture toward the offered seat, which is a low, flat-armed, dark brown leather chair directly across from the chair-and-a-half
  monster in which the doctor sits. Columbus sits, interlaces his fingers, and looks up at the doctor.


  What happened to you? the doctor says. Do you know why youre here? Do you have any idea, Bolivar? He scribbles in his notebook.


  His therapy consists of long conversations in which he uses the patients first name, his real name. No assumed names, ever. He has never called Columbus by his assumed name.


  Bolivar? Columbus is smiling, playing with the doctor.


  Yes. You are Bolivar.


  How can I be this Bolivar when my name is Columbus?


  Fuentess voice becomes a silken rope. Ive told you this before, but repetition is fine. We think something happened to you and the defensive part of you has conceived this
  alternate persona.


  You think this Bolivar is inside me?


  Yes, thats our theory.


  A theory?


  Yes, we dont know for sure.


  How long have I been here? And all you have is a theory? Should I look for a new doctor? Someone more competent?


  Three other doctors have consulted on your case, Bolivar. All we have are theories right now.


  Columbus has his hands clasped tightly. Everything in him wants to punch Dr. Fuentes in the face. And?


  And they concur 


  They agree. They dont teach you how to talk like a human being at doctor school do they?


  They all agree that you have this disorder. Yes.


  Nonsense. I am only me. Have been only me since I got here, and before this I was also me. For instance, I was Christopher Columbus in the spring of seventy-eight when we came across
  Vikings. You see, I, Cristbal Coln, had the most extraordinary meeting with a Norseman. He was a big man and we had an amazing conversation . . . I found out a few things about the
  world that are not taught in the universities . . . Things that would astound even you, Fuentes, Mr. Smarty-pants.


  The fact you seem annoyed  your anger  is an indication that theres some truth in what Im saying.


  Youll have to try your first-year psychology tricks on somebody else, Fuentes. Im not buying it.


  And the fact you are just now changing the subject is also indicative. I want to talk about your disorder and you change the subject to Vikings. You want to tell stories about Vikings.
  Youre avoiding the subject by telling made-up stories.


  All stories are true, Fuentes.


  ~ ~ ~


  Columbus is sitting on the end of his bed, rocking, looking directly out the window into a narrow gathering of palm trees. Fuentes is an idiot, he says to Consuela
  as she gathers a pile of laundry and pushes it into a cloth sack. Are you sure hes a doctor?


  I think hes under a lot of stress, she says. She pulls hard on the rope and ties a knot, then tosses the bag into the hallway. I gather your session was less than
  satisfactory?


  Isnt this the work of orderlies? Or nursing assistants?


  I dont mind helping out where I can.


  Alternate persona, my ass, he mutters. Never heard of such a thing. I do know about Vikings, though. Everyones heard about Vikings.


  ~ ~ ~


  Fourteen years before Columbus came to Palos with three ships in the harbour; fourteen years before he was to embark on an incredible, unprecedented, and
  courageous journey; fourteen years before all of this, he was on the open ocean near Iceland and had a chance meeting that connected the dots  sparked his obsession into a
  full-fledged fire.


  Its a shouted conversation above howling wind and rain across the bows of two ships bobbing in the ocean off the coast of Iceland. Three men from three different lands who speak three
  different languages shout back and forth. The two vessels are loosely lashed together. Crew members from each craft keep a distance with their oars  pushing and giving way in order to
  maintain a half stability. This is a full-time fight against crashing together. Eight-foot swells dont help. These rising and falling motions, and the blustering wind, are proving to be
  great inconveniences to conversation. The man from Britain, called Hardy, barely translates between Columbus and the big Norseman.


  WHATS HE SAYING? Columbus screams above the wind, frowning.


  All three men are soaked by a wave that sprays a fanned-out sheet of icy water across both vessels.


  Water dripping in rivulets from his nose, Hardy screams: HE SAYS THERE ARE TALES ABOUT A LAND TO THE WEST.


  WEST? WHAT DOES HE MEAN WEST? Columbus is thinking this is a joke. And then he thinks it could be the break hes been waiting for, and then he thinks
  its a cruel joke, and then . . .


  Hardy begins to translate but Columbus stops him. IS HE SURE THAT HE MEANS WEST? GET HIM TO POINT TOWARD THE WEST.


  Hardy begins again to translate and Columbus stops him again. ASK HIM IF HED TELL US ONE OF THE TALES ABOUT THIS LAND.


  Hardy finally delivers his message and the Norseman smiles before he speaks.


  The Briton translates: HE SAYS THERES A LAND BEYOND THE WESTERN SEA. HE SAYS THEY DO NOT GO THERE. BUT THERE ARE TALES OF SUCH A LAND. HE SAYS THEY ARE VERY OLD
  TALES. HE ALSO SAYS HE IS NOT GOING TO POINT.


  WELL ASK HIM HOW LONG IT TOOK THE PEOPLE OF THESE TALES TO SAIL THERE.


  HE SAYS DEMONS LIVE THERE.


  WHAT?


  MONSTERS.


  BUT HOW LONG DID IT TAKE TO GET THERE? AND WHERE DID THESE JOURNEYS BEGIN? HOW DID THEY NAVIGATE? BY WHICH STARS?


  Hardy and the Norseman scream back and forth at each other, the Briton pointing west several times. Finally, the Norseman shakes his head.


  HE SAYS THEY ARE JUST STORIES. SAGAS. HE SAYS DEMONS LIVE 


  BUT HOW LONG WOULD IT TAKE TO SAIL THERE? Columbus says. ASK HIM AGAIN. HOW FAR?


  WHAT? Hardy screams.


  LETS GO INSIDE THE CABIN! LETS GET OUT OF THIS DAMNED RAIN. Columbus points toward the door. ASK HIM
  OVER. He points at the cabin and then at the Norseman and back again.


  They both reach
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