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  About the Book


  Edward Sanders, a young astronomer, has lost two years of his life, his memory obliterated by a traumatic event he can’t recall. In the days following his awakening, one memory haunts him: his deep and urgent love for a woman he cannot name. But as her elusive image becomes clearer, so too does the terrible event that plunged Edward into his amnesia.
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  THE FIRST THING I notice is the hand resting on the tablecloth. It is lean, almost delicate. I move it a little, to be sure it is mine. Its fingers withdraw from a drained coffee-cup and a crumpled napkin. The only sounds in the restaurant are the clinking of knives and a child coughing. I look up. I cannot remember what I have eaten. I can hear my heart. An ornamental fig-tree makes a cascade by the window. Beyond it I can see shops in the street, clouded sunlight.


  I feel light and empty. A ghost might feel like this. The knuckles of the hand are webbed by faint lines new to me. I wait for something to change. This can’t last, I think, it’s just for a minute. In a minute I’ll be myself again. Behind me a family is eating: a robust young man and a younger woman, concentrating on their food. Only their child turns a white face and stares at me. She has beautiful pale eyes. I look away again. I think: if somebody speaks to me, I’ll splinter.


  Then the words gather in my head, and I try them out: My memory’s gone.


  I think my heart is dying down now. Perhaps this happened yesterday, or just an hour ago. Perhaps outside, on a department store rooftop, a surveillance camera caught the moment: a man walking purposefully, until suddenly, for no visible reason, he gave a start, and continued like a robot, disappeared out of the lens .... But that’s not how it feels. It feels as if I had been lost – or wandering somewhere – for a long time, and that only now have I returned to what I used to be. Yet all the pictures in my past are dim, as though the people who inhabit them must by now be old or dead. I glance at my hands again: but they are still a young man’s. Yet I feel as if half of me is not here. Everybody else is more solid than I am. I’m trembling.


  The waitress puts on the table a bill for ravioli and coffee, and I fumble automatically for my wallet. I squeeze its frayed and burnished leather in remembrance. It is more worn than I recall (the edges unstitching) but mine. Inside are several tenners and an identity card for the observatory where I work. So I do, I still do. My hands tremble through my pockets for anything else. There’s a handkerchief, an unfamiliar pen, a car-key labelled ‘Honda’, a letter. Beneath my name on the envelope is an address I do not recognise, a cottage in a Dorset village. I cannot imagine it. I never craved that kind of peace. The letter shakes in my hand. When I unfold it I find it dated ‘April 20th’, without a year. It comes from an old friend. He’s sorry we have fallen so much out of touch, he writes. He has become a postulant in an Anglican religious order, and perhaps – between his seminars and retreats – I’ll visit him? I remember him all right, years ago; he was worldly and unclouded, recalling nothing which might have prompted this.


  Is everybody, then, losing their mind? Gingerly I stand up, half expecting to fall. My footsteps hesitate over the tiled floor. I push open the door into the lavatory, imagining that everyone is watching me. Then I’m alone. Above the washbasin hangs a half-length mirror, but for the moment I’m afraid to approach it. I stand just outside its vision, feeling sick, and the fantastic notion occurs to me that if I face it I may see nobody at all. So I try to locate my last memory, but cannot tell how long ago it was. Two years, three? And I do not know when now is.


  I steady my mind. In my inside pocket the postmark on the envelope gives me the year. I read but cannot quite grasp it. That year, for me, hovers emptily in the future. It is not unimaginably far, just beyond the range of my inhabiting. Yet I am living in it.


  I hunt in my past for what is closest. I remember the collapse of the Soviet Union, my posting to Brabourne Observatory, the launch of the Hubble Space Telescope, the Gulf War, a scattering of personal, dateless things ....


  Then I edge into the mirror. I see a face of frozen lines pouring from its mouth and cheeks. Its lower lip is bitten in. Its eyes are wide and inflamed. I have to calm it into ordinariness, smooth it in my hands. Then I cover it over, my eyes, my forehead, and look again. The face seems not exactly older. Its hair is still chestnut-coloured and its features – the wide forehead tapering to a stubborn mouth and chin – become familiar as I watch. It strikes me as intense, somehow selfish, with a touch, perhaps, of suppressed tenderness. But something has changed and I do not know what it is. I think it is my eyes. Some look – expectancy, future – is no longer there. They look sightless, like blue stones. It is strange. I wonder if I imagine it. I try smiling at myself in greeting, and the lips curl sardonically. I draw my hand down my face again to wipe it clean.


  Are these, then, the eyes you gazed into, the lips you kissed?


  But perhaps I’m mistaken. I am not, after all, myself. I turn my back on the mirror and make for the exit. The waitress smiles perfunctorily: no sign that the person who came in was any different from the one going out. The street is full of people under a worn sky. Nothing distinguishes it. The shops, the pubs, the offices: all seem placeless. Brick, glass, pale stone. For a moment I stay rooted to the sidewalk, listening to snatches of conversation, music. Then my feet start to walk of their own accord. I pass a bank, a supermarket, a washetaria. The window of the Oxfam shop says ‘Spring is Here’. The crowds move around me on mysterious errands: workmen carrying things, women wheeling babies. Something elusive in their style has changed, their clothes and shoes more lumpy and garish. The eyes of one or two drift over me, and I feel this frailty fluttering high and light in my chest. I glimpse alleys, but I mustn’t go down them or I will be lost. I stop on the pavement. Lost from where? I don’t even know where this town is. In England, somewhere.


  I sit on a bench so that nobody will notice me. That way the fear subsides a little. Only in my mind, I think, am I conspicuous. My face feels blank. My clothes are everyday: a denim jacket, a turtle-neck sweater, jeans. I don’t recognise them, but their lack of style is mine.


  A vagrant sits down beside me. His eyeballs are netted in blood. Perhaps he wants something. He lowers a beer can between his feet with a bandaged hand, and looks up at the sky. I feel closer to him than to any of these others: we are brothers in homelessness. I even want to take his damaged hand in mine. It seems a long time since I heard my own voice, but all at once it rasps out: ‘What’s this town called?’


  He squints at me suspiciously, then laughs: ‘This is fucking Moscow, mate.’


  I begin to walk again, shakily, going back the way I came. I’m seeking out the restaurant again, as if it is the re-entry point to somewhere I’ve forgotten. On the way, in the window of an estate agent, I try to discover where I am. I study the announcements of desirable residences while a cat weaves back and forth over my shoes. Soon I understand that I’m in a town in Wiltshire, north of Salisbury Plain, where I’ve never been before. Yet the mewling of the cat around my ankles gives me the idea that it knows me, and I even follow it while it calls and turns its head. A foolish hope rises in me. Then the cat twists down an alley and is gone, leaving me absurdly bereft. I think: Christ, this town must have a clinic I can go to, a hospital, anywhere.


  I walk, looking for signs. Back past the Methodist chapel, a video shop, the restaurant. Then I come upon my car. I would know it anywhere – it has a comically twisted aerial – and I feel a rush of affection for it. My key fumbles in the door, and it opens. Sitting inside, gazing across its dashboard, I find the glove compartment crammed with the same old maps and classical cassettes, and the faint carmine smear of a woman’s make-up stains the passenger seat. There is a pair of spectacles too, and for a second I wonder whose they are. Then, tentatively, I lift them to my own face. Yes, I need them now.


  From the milometer I see that I’ve driven over forty thousand miles since I think I remember. Forty thousand! I try to imagine these journeys, the people and the places between them. And suddenly I’m weeping. The tears come in staccato chokes out of my stomach. I swallow them back like phlegm, but they come again. Yet I don’t know if this is just frustration or if the tears are reacting to something I’ve forgotten, and they start to take on a ghastly life of their own – meaningless, hysterical – as though signalling some innate condition.
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  THE WORDS COME thin, as though they might be lies: ‘My name’s Edward Sanders . . . I’m a postgraduate research student in astronomy. I live ....’ I pause while the doctor writes it down. He looks uneasy: he’s younger than I am – just a houseman in the casualty wing.


  He asks: ‘When did you remember what had happened? When did you “come to”?’


  I feel momentarily embarrassed, as if this were a charade of someone else’s making, or that we’re acting in a fifth-rate movie. I glance at my wrist and see a watch I do not recognise. ‘Two and a half hours ago. It was like ....’


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘Like waking up. As if I’d been sleep-walking.’


  He writes things on his pad. His face is long and angular under a shock of ginger hair. He watches me with his head half averted, perhaps suspicious. ‘Do you feel any pain?’


  ‘No ....’ Only this cold lightness about myself, as if memories were weights now gone.


  ‘No bruising? Abrasions?’ He stands up and moves behind my chair. ‘Sometimes people sustain head injuries which numb ....’ His fingertips start to probe along my scalp. ‘Have you ever suffered concussion?’


  ‘Once. But years ago, ten years. In a car crash.’


  ‘Did you experience any memory loss?’


  ‘No, nothing.’ That is the irony. At university my memory was considered rather extraordinary. I knew Schrödinger’s wave equation by heart. The doctor is probing along my hairline now, like a dentist hunting for cavities.


  ‘Tell me if it hurts.’


  But I feel only a faint hope, as if his fingers might transmit remembrance. I try to help him, to think back a day ago, then a week. But it’s like staring at mist. I recall the sensation of burning at my confirmation, as the bishop touched my head and channelled holiness into it. And now the doctor is asking about my next of kin – as if I were a corpse – about my parents, my employers. He is seated in front of me again, and all the time watching me with his foxy eyes, uncertain. ‘How long ago is your last memory?’


  I think I’m sweating. I feel absurdly like a criminal. I’ve already strained to locate this memory. But everything seems to stop short more than two years ago. Before then the years seem familiar and inhabited, and I can find events. Afterwards they are meaningless, like the date postmarked on the envelope. It’s as if they’re waiting to happen to me. It sounds childish, but I say: ‘My mother’s birthdays were a kind of family reunion, in late April. The last one I remember was two years ago.’


  He is making notes again. ‘And what do you recollect about the months before? Was there stress? Unhappiness?’


  ‘Isn’t there always?’


  ‘Not for everyone.’


  But when I recall that time it doesn’t exhale anything. The tension I feel reverberates from somewhere else. I can’t describe it. It’s as if something were pressing up beneath my skull. It even has a physical presence: here, between my eyes, throbbing. (Can he see it?) It doesn’t belong in any year that I remember, no. It belongs later.


  ‘Relax, Mr Sanders.’


  ‘I’ll relax when I find myself again.’ I don’t like this man. I suspect he doesn’t believe me. ‘What’s going to happen?’


  ‘It’s impossible to be certain.’ He’s looking at me hard, perhaps to see how much I can take. ‘But you seem to be suffering from a retrograde amnesia. Memory usually comes back within a few days, or weeks at most. More than that I can’t tell you. I’m referring you to a specialist.’


  ‘How does it come back then? Do I just wait?’


  ‘It will probably return in fragments, quite naturally. The earlier memories generally return first. The amnesia shrinks, as it were. Part of your bewilderment now is because you’ve been in what we call a fugue state – wandering. Quite sane, but wandering maybe for several days.’


  ‘Why? Why does this happen?’ I sound angry.


  ‘Maybe through an accident, a blow to the head. But your condition seems to be psychological. I don’t know this, I’m not a specialist, but these kinds of amnesia usually arise from stress. From something intolerable.’


  The throbbing between my eyes starts up again. My mind gropes after whatever might have happened to me, meets a blank. He’s looking at me more askance than ever. I just say: ‘I’m not sure.’


  ‘Were you ever under psychoanalysis?’


  ‘I never had any time for that.’


  ‘Perhaps in your work . . . there were difficulties?’


  My work: how strange. It’s only now I realise that over two years’ research has disappeared overnight – not from astrophysics (it is all notated) but from my own consciousness. I cannot grasp this yet. But I have the feeling that I was on the brink of some greater understanding: something not momentous, but important in its way, something I will never now grasp. For the moment, at least, it seems a small tragedy.


  The doctor goes on: ‘What does your work consist of?’


  ‘It’s the study of black holes.’


  ‘Black holes ....’ He’s looking foxy again, as if it might be a joke.


  I try to explain, while a tiny knot pinches his forehead. And as I do so a little of the wonder of it comes back to me, as if I were a student again. Maybe it’s the hunched incomprehension of this man, his ingrained distrust, but I want to make him feel it too, although I’ve never felt evangelical about astronomy. It’s a science, after all. Yet now the obscure beauty of what I do returns to me, as I try to explain – in faltering images – about black holes, and a casualty screams far down the hospital corridor.


  They are the ghosts that haunt our universe (I start to tell him) – the core of massive stars that have died, collapsed in on themselves aeons ago and shrunk to nuggets of near-infinite density. The whole mass of Earth, under the conditions of this death, would be compressed to a body with the value of less than a centimetre. Yet black holes may exist as massive as a thousand billion Suns. So great is their gravitational pull that they bend space and light-rays around them until they become a hecatomb of gas, stars, dust, light, which are sucked inside them and sealed off from the outer world for ever.


  Even the absoluteness of Time vanishes here. To an outside observer, a human body falling into a black hole would plunge down a curvature of space-time where the minutes slowed to nothing until he hung timeless and for ever in the disc of the vortex. Inside, the density of matter becomes infinite. Time has stopped, and all known laws break down.


  These black holes infest the universe. They may outnumber even the living stars. In fact they may constitute the heart of every star-system. A black hole with a mass a hundred thousand times that of the Sun probably lurks in the centre of our own galaxy. Yet sometimes to me these dark stars seem to be less material phenomena than regions of pure mathematics. An astronomer once called them the most perfect macrocosmic bodies in the universe, because they are invisible – formed only from our concepts of space and time.


  The doctor sits there without expression. I don’t think he’s listened to a damn thing. And now he spits out these little questions, like owl-pellets: ‘What kind of tensions does this work impose?’ and adds: ‘Do you get eye-strain?’


  In the antiseptic hush of the hospital my laughter erupts in a terrible bark. It’s the popular concept of us, I know: that we spend the night gazing through telescopes at the heavens. But I feel tired now, and want to end this farce. I say, to bore him: ‘It’s mostly radio-astronomy these days, collecting signals. Black holes give out X-ray emissions which you can’t even detect from the ground. There’s too much pollution. So my data comes from satellite telescopes programmed in Germany. It arrives as a string of digits on a video-cassette.’


  ‘There must have been something else in your life.’ He seems to pity me.


  Yes, I think, there must have been. He means women, of course. But five years ago I remember things simplifying and realigning. As my affair with Cassie began to wane, she fell into the arms of her boss and married him, leaving our mutual debt of sadness and recrimination oddly unpaid. At her wedding, before she drove away, she tossed me her bouquet of orange blossom, and neither of us regretted anything.


  Then the mass and velocity of a black hole in the constellation Monaceros hijacked two years of my life. And after that, oh yes, I had everything planned. I would secure a new position at Jodrell Bank or Cambridge. I would probably marry in my mid-thirties. Then . . . I can’t remember.


  While I recount all this the doctor, of course, just sits there haloed in his white coat and supercilious air of knowledge. If he thinks that a black hole is an apt symbol for my life, he doesn’t say so. But he clings like a bulldog to his Freudian agenda. Am I an only child? Do I come from a broken home? When at last he echoes: ‘So you enjoyed a decent, stable family life,’ it sounds cynical.


  Or perhaps I imagined that.


  Now he says: ‘But something else was wrong, wasn’t it?’


  ‘I don’t know.’ I stare down at myself. Am I still sweating? ‘Maybe nothing’s wrong.’ I clamp my hands together. ‘Maybe I’ve just got a virus. I’ve heard of viruses that attack the brain.’


  That, perhaps, is why I can’t reassemble her. She slides in and out of focus. More like a force. Wide, fine eyes.


  I say: ‘You’d think your strength of feeling would bring somebody back, wouldn’t you? Instead it’s as if they’re dead.’


  ‘It doesn’t work like that. Even the order memories return in doesn’t seem to depend on their importance . . .’


  Well, hell, do I just wait? Everyone else I love is here: my reticent father, my monolith of a mother, Cassie. Only this other woman falls inside the wrong years, and escapes. And I was never good at waiting. I think I’m frightened you’re dead. I could bring you back if I remembered you. But it’s probably useless to force memories. My forehead’s pulsing again. ‘Yes, there was someone.’ You must be hunting for me by now. You’ll be worried.


  ‘Who?’


  ‘I don’t remember. I just know there was.’ Am I on a register of missing persons?


  He’s looking at me sideways again. I see only one green eye, as if he’s holding the other in reserve. Perhaps he thinks this is my way of walking out on a bad marriage.


  ‘Were you happy?’


  ‘That’s not the point.’


  Was I? I stand up, surprising us both. There’s nothing he can do for me.


  ‘I’m referring you to our neurologist. Will you wait back at reception? It won’t be ten minutes.’


  ‘Yes, yes.’ But I won’t. These people can’t do a bloody thing. They’re less doctors than inquisitors, and already he’s wheedled out too many addresses from me: my parents, my GP. If there’s anything to find out, I’ll find it out myself, alone. Anyway, after I reach reception, I slip out unnoticed. I’m going back.


  When I set eyes on you, I’ll remember.
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  AS THE ROAD turns south, the hills of the Purbeck peninsula light up with gorse and heather, and start rolling towards the sea. It will soon be evening. My car runs smooth, but when I press the accelerator it hardly responds, as if it’s forgotten me. I don’t remember this land. I wait for something to ignite my recognition – the Saxon earthworks round Wareham, the shattered pinnacles of Corfe Castle – but nothing does. Beyond a limestone village strange to me, the track to my home begins its descent. Nothing’s like I imagined. The cottage named on the envelope is so secluded that I crunch down the track for half a mile and it’s still invisible. Then its name appears, carved vertically down a gatepost, as if in Chinese characters.


  I can’t believe I live here, no; this must be hers. I park the car outside. The evening light falls honeyed and unreal. I push the iron gate. It whimpers on its hinges. Air fans up cold in my chest. Should I turn back? If I wait a day, go to a hotel, my memory may return. But my feet start walking almost on tiptoe along the drive. The only sound is the whine of bluebottles in the bare blackberry bushes. I follow the pale-earthed drive between ash trees. It’s corrugated by tyre-tracks. Young nettles are breaking through its stones.


  Then I turn the corner, and the cottage meets me four-square in blazing white stucco. Its rooftiles make a steep cascade half way to the ground. Beyond it the hedgerows are white with hawthorn. Above it a faint moon already imprints the sky, and a jet fighter has left a soundless thread of smoke.


  As I walk on, it stays unknown to me. I’m sure it wasn’t I who stacked up the firewood near the dustbins, or piled the seashells and broken fossils along a window-ledge. My feet rasp on the threshold. I stop, trying to visualise her, can’t. Blonde-streaked hair .... But my imagination works fatally. I remember images I’ve conjured before, and they take on truth. I remember imaginary memories. Somewhere water is trickling under the brambles.


  When I ring the bell it sounds far inside, waking no recollection. Nothing. For an instant I imagine my forgotten self emerging to greet me. But no one comes, and I have no key. I go round to the back and tug at the doors of a little built-out orangery until they open.


  How strange. I wait on the step for a hint of foreknowledge, the feeling that whatever I will find I will have seen before, but it does not come. My overcoat is hanging on a hook inside. The air presses stale and warm as I step through a thicket of geraniums. It is a cavernous kitchen, filled with the last sunlight and sharp, herbal scents. Against the whitewashed walls the stripped pine shelves and dressers glow with unfamiliar pottery – yellow and blue – interspersed by Japanese lacquerware and a confusion of curios which look picked up for a song or plucked off the beach: azulejo tiles, driftwood and dried starfish, a rosewood tea-caddy, a wickerwork badger, conch shells, onyx, a brass clock-face with a half-obliterated smile. But the briefcase in the corner is mine, and one of my pullovers is lying over a chair. Two up-ended wine-racks and a crimson-painted chest bristle with dried flowers, and other shelves swarm with labelled pots: stem ginger chutney . . . blackberry vinegar . . . juniper berries.


  Against this musty intimacy the floor is flagged austerely in local stone, the ceiling hung with a rank of spotlights, and high on the walls, between posters of modern art exhibitions, a series of abstract canvases makes a stark, cerebral intrusion. In the bookshelves my choice and someone else’s are helplessly interknit: Fred Hoyle’s The Frontiers of Astronomy alongside Gombrich’s Art and Illusion.


  Then, on the supper table, I see a note written in a rhythmic, unknown hand. Darling, Naylor’s portrait is going to take longer than I thought, so I won’t be back from Lewes until Friday afternoon. Hell. If you need me, I’ll be staying there. I only hope your trip went well. My love, Naomi. PS The owl is back.


  It burns in the dying sunlight. So that is her name: Naomi. I listen to it in my head. Three vowels which recreate nothing. There are two days before she returns. I try out the word softly: ‘Naomi’. It arrives as a desolate whisper. Even her name, gone.


  My feet tap across the flagstones, up and down. If I stare long and hard enough, this room may refocus into a room I remember. I open cupboard doors hoping the things inside will be shimmering with past life. What did I do here? What did we say? It’s like a vacant stage, but I’m afraid to people it in case invented memories block off real ones. Instead I must try to create gaps, emptiness. But the pinewood chairs invite the images of the people who sat in them. So does the sofa, whose cushions are indented with the ghost of someone’s back. What friends do we have? I go and sit in the orangery alcove in the chair which I imagine was mine (bare, high-backed) and gaze at the one opposite. We must have talked here often. Her chair has patinated wood, beautiful, and worn arm-rests (I touch them). But after a while the blaze of Matisse colours and the dry, Mediterranean glare of the geraniums exist so strongly in the present that they pre-empt any memory of themselves. There is no gap for the past to seep into. I think: better to inhabit a neutral space, cover the eyes, wait.


  I open the door into a short passageway. It has whitewashed walls and a cord carpet. At once I start to imagine people there: her, me. We stroll from room to room, chatting, switching lights on and off, without looking to see if one another’s there, because we know we are. Through a door on the right I glimpse a small studio. I creep in like a trespasser. A frosted skylight disseminates the dusk in an even pallor over the room. The walls are bare brick – pale like the earth of all this region, it seems – and the windows shut with blinds. Fallen specks of oil-paint freckle the easel, the stool, even the tiled floor, in a prismatic rain. A dresser is crowded with paint-tubes and stone jars sprout sable and bristle brushes. Between them some scattered ink drawings, apparently done at random, show hands – several of them skeletal – in different postures of repose. I sift them in ignorance, while she grows strange to me. Her palette rests on a shelf nearby. Around its rim the blobs of oil-paint shine still wet, circling from white through umber and siennas to lamp black and Prussian blue. It’s as if she has just gone.


  A canvas is wet too, still unfinished on her easel. It is the full-length portrait of a woman in middle-age. She stands in a high-collared dress with her hands clasped in front of her. The background is daubed in harsh grey strokes. There is no decoration of dress or gesture. Her face stares out in a Morse Code of dashed and dotted features: full but tight lips, severely parted hair, the hint of a double chin
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