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Between the mountains and the sea

lies the flattest of lands

and a house made of water

Fra le montagne e il mare

si trova la più piana di pianura

e la casa dell’acqua





Winter

I read somewhere that the moments you recall most are the ones that 
you are more likely to be remembering incorrectly; the more a memory 
is worn, the less reliable it is said to be.

And what of the ones written down, edited, spliced and reordered.



One day you drink tea with breakfast, the next coffee. They are horrified 
by this lack of consistency. You are horrified by the way they (over)cook 
broccoli but you don’t say anything.

The house holds something, the body remembers, the house is an ark.

What has been veering on the edge of inflammation catches fire as the 
car rolls over the gravel; your spine, your hips, the muscles around your 
ribs, feel tender as memory, the slightest disturbance – a breath, a shift – 
and they burn. The body remembers.

Later you will sit in the sun in a bid to escape the well-meaning sense of 
attentiveness that quickly starts to feel like surveillance. 

///

You belong to different times; they who lived through war and want 
and now find themselves amidst the excesses of late capitalism, and you, 
who choose not to eat everything that is available to you.

 
You’re writing emails to yourself because notes would provoke 
questions; they are more suspicious of the phone than the pencil, it 
suggests you mustn’t be interrupted.

Their time is slow and soft, marked by meals and weather bulletins, 
while yours is quick and slippery, stretching and contracting without 
notice into something you can no longer recognise, let alone grasp.
  



///

The fog, which hangs thick and low over the landscape like a kind of 
depression, obscures all thoughts of full moons and meteor showers.
 

Imagine for a moment those sunbaked Italian houses, those dusty ochres 
turned midwinter grey. Imagine ivy covered bunkers in the next field 
and the onion shaped bell towers of the Austro-Hungarian Empire  
just down the road. 

///

Somewhere along the line you come across a theory of time you didn’t 
know you were looking for. In this theory, past, present and future all 
exist simultaneously rather than following on from each other, and this 
fits somehow. 

There is a doubling. Just as an object cannot be perceived without 
considering its relation to another, so a moment can never only exist 
in the present but must be accompanied by its past and future self. It 
all boils down to the theory of relativity, but this is not that. Try telling 
someone you’re writing an essay about time and space.  

A poet recalls an early memory of sitting on a wooden porch in Russia 
and says, Maybe I’m still there. 



The new cat seems too exotic to live in such a place. An escaped 
leopard from that room in Palermo that you never saw but have studied, 
he jumps nervously from chair to chair in the careful avoidance of 
something. What you did see there was The Triumph of Death, the 
postcard still in a clip frame on your desk. As usual your mother pointed 
out the portraits in the crowd, the real from the imagined. You studied 
hands and feet, and the skeletal horse most of all.

You spend the whole day in a state of inertia. Instead of reading the 
books you brought with you, you take to filing your nails again and now 
your hands are quite unrecognisable.

You only know one word in the local dialect, and that word is home. 



We’re washing the vegetables and she tells me about a night before 
Christmas when she sat on a low wide radiator in the dining room and 
read Gone With the Wind, a full six months before she was officially of 
age and not long after the war. Then she went to midnight mass, not out 
of piety but so she could have a lie in.

 
She tells me how much she likes the new cleaning lady, who studied 
philosophy but doesn’t ask questions. Who knows of Luther and Calvin 
and such things.



Electrodes applied to the brains of conscious patients result in the 
comparison of memory to film, a flickering and unedited home movie 
to be played back at will, recalled from the depths of the mind. It was 
the 40s, the 50s, and families were being marketed cameras that would 
pick up at the point where ordinary memory fails. Meanwhile, in 
Hollywood, the use of flashback in film reaches a peak. 

Later, memory is found to be an unreliable narrator; the act of 
remembering does not involve retrieving a memory at all but 
constructing it anew every time. And yet the credibility of the home 
movie dies hard.

For others memory is a library, a site for excavation, a palace. But 
what of the memory outwith the self. That place is just so full of so much. 
Delegated to the archive, fragments are shored up against ruins. 

Here the memory palace exists as well-appointed rooms that hold 
moments of time suspended between object and ornament. Sometimes 
you enter these rooms eagerly, sometimes gingerly. We are always at home 
in our pasts.



She asks you to say it once more for her. Have you ever tried raising 
your voice with a smile. After the third time you find your observation 
did not bear repeating. 
 

You find yourself making wishes that concern themselves largely with 
easy births and easy deaths. And now it’s five o’clock in the afternoon 
on Christmas day. Waking and sleeping are no longer such distinct things 
for them. Urbi et orbi and it’s time to eat again.

 
A concert on tv; she walks past and says, my, how ugly the conductor is. 
This is the inheritance you do not want.

At dinner she parses the weather for him at full volume. You came 
expecting a sanatorium, what you get is quite different.



You forget things, things learned long ago. That mushrooms go well with 
parsley, that if you press your tongue to the roof of your mouth you will 
release your jaw, and that waves come in sets.

 ///

You put on his quilted green jacket and stuff your cords into wellington 
boots and accidentally end up looking like a young Tory off for a walk 
across his land. 

The next door neighbour comes to the gate and asks if you’ve ever seen 
a cow before. Because if not she would be happy to show you one.

Of course the sun comes out for the last lunch, of course the mountains 
reappear after days of fog, of course you don’t want to go after days of 
waiting to leave.



While they sleep you walk through the rooms of this house, recording 
objects and ‘aspects’ that have not changed in all the years you have been 
coming here. The soldiers’ scratchings on the table, the red cross on 
the roof of the outbuilding. She will be 90 soon and he just turned 94. 
These numbers are both meaningless and shocking. He remembers the 
St Valentine’s Day Massacre. And presumably a lot more.
 

These last are not your memories. But they were your first words; his 
voice on tape, a slim nervous novella, a portrait of a house in writing. A 
place of which you once wrote, ‘This was her Combray’ before shelving 
the whole thing for being too affected, too earnest, a handful of other 
men’s flowers. 

///

 
But it’s true that time gets mixed up here. Which Christmas was it 
where the lights cut out, which Christmas where you sat high up in a 
tree to feel the sun on your face and to forget the silence of the dinner 
table. Which Christmas was it where you played on the rug and ignored 
new toys to press each other’s bruises?





Spring

It’s easier this time. It’s not Christmas and the blossom is out. 

They meet you at the airport and you drive to the sea. You walk 
along a narrow pier until it ends in nothing. She has not been to the 
beach in years, maybe decades, you can’t remember the last time you 
were somewhere together that wasn’t the house, the fields or the 
supermarket. You try and commit it to memory, this walk, and take a 
photo of the two of them just to be sure. 

As you put your shoes back on you impart the news you saved for her in 
person and delight in her reaction. On the walk back to the car, you stop 
to admire a red setter and remind her how you used to watch Rex, the 
dog detective, on TV together and her face clouds, I don’t know where 
to put him. In time, she means. Neither do you, but you remember what 
you were wearing some of those times, or maybe you just remember 
photographs. 



There is a picture of me in front of a mountain range I no longer 
remember. I have a memory from that day, I think, but it is of someone’s 
shoe. There must be so many other mountains, views, that were not 
committed to memory. Now I look out over other valleys and wonder 
why I remember nothing of the Dolomites. 



That evening you watch a nature programme and your eyes fix on the 
clip of two birds passing a snake to each other, one pulling it out from 
the other’s gullet with its dark blue beak. 

At the beach she told you about her weekly conversations with friends 
she has not seen in person for years and your heart lifted for a moment. 
Lifted in the knowledge that there is someone for whom she does not 
put on a brave face. Sfogarsi – to confide, but more than that, to get 
something off your chest. 

///

She impresses upon you the importance of taking what you need now– 
a jacket, a hat, a scarf, anything you want, it’s yours. You assure her you 
have no need of these, your wardrobe already full of her lovely things. 
And somehow you are talking about death again. Just know, when the 
time comes, she says, that I will be happy. Your heart breaks and in an 
instant she is back to discussing what to have for dinner.

///

Stakes mark where a fire has been. The land is now richly fertile, she 
tells you, and this is the perfect spot for the poppy seeds you brought 
back from California last summer. 

You are surprised to see daffodils here too. 



It is alarming, to come across a quote like this, in what you thought was 
a rational discussion, that you might even be let into, until you read that 
memory is a crazy woman that hoards coloured rags and throws away food. 

It reminds you of your friend’s aunt who would gather around her a 
selection of objects – electrical tape, pebbles, bottle tops, things she 
found among the tidewrack of the kitchen table – each one representing 
something she had to remember to do or take: car keys, medicine, look 
up route. She was awfully proud of this system though it can’t have been 
hers to begin with. 



The gardener stops to show you a crappy video of the squirrel that has 
been living in the pear tree these past few months. You can barely see it 
in the bright light but you coo appreciatively. He complains that it hasn’t 
rained for weeks, the ground is as dry as it will be in August. You feel 
bad for reading in the sun while he works. 

He asks about the economy. Verbs that have lain dormant miraculously 
conjugate themselves into vague statements. Formal pronouns come 
out strained, like the weird little wave you do as you leave to find 
somewhere quieter to take your book.  



I go next door to find my mother divining. She doesn’t believe in 
oracles, she says, just the time it takes to concentrate on one thing 
rather than another, on the laying down and picking up of sticks, that 
can bring answers. 

Later we fold equilateral triangles of pastry filled with dandelion 
leaves and olives. A wasp causes confusion in the dining room until it is 
established that it is not a hornet. 

After lunch we go shopping for geraniums, red ones. In the car she tells 
me about the women of Gee’s Bend, and their own homages to the 
square. That night we watch grainy videos of them talking about their 
work, born out of a need to keep warm.



It’s easier this time. Come non detto. 

The inflammation returns and you lie there listening to the dawn chorus 
while you wait for the small green pill to kick in. 

///

The bathroom wall still bears pencil marks of your various heights, up 
until you stopped growing. Now you rely on the trees you helped plant 
to tell you that time has passed here. 

You place the blood orange cold from the fridge on the marble to warm 
it up. A flash of memory brings up the eclipse that darkened the house 
on an August afternoon, your watch glowing in the dark while the day 
for night effect transformed familiar rooms into strange new things. 

Without words from which to build them, our earliest recollections are 
often made of light. 



You read a book translated from English into Italian and notice the 
asymmetry of the idioms, the swearing, the jokes. It’s not two birds with 
one stone, it’s two pigeons and a fava bean; it’s not fuck you, it’s go fuck 
yourself. 

At lunch they steal looks at the sky hoping for rain. 

///

It’s too cold to swim in the sea so you go to the pool, the fancy one 
full of old people. You forget it’s saltwater and fight hard to dive to 
the bottom as you would in chlorine. It’s a murky green and it makes 
you thirsty. From the smaller pool you sit and look out over what you 
thought was Dalmatia but in fact turns out to be Istria. 

New mountains appear every time as if you never really paid attention 
to the line of them. 



Things come up and disappear like dreams before I have a second by 
myself to write them down. Menial tasks, when the brain and hands 
start to work independently of each other, are the most fruitful. 

I’m three hours into editing the second batch of captions in a book on 
antique walking sticks, and as I perform the now almost mindless work 
of lowercasing random nouns and exchanging hyphens for en dashes, 
flashes of memory appear: driving slowly behind cyclists riding two 
abreast on a country road; eating a choc ice at my cousin’s house, not the 
one I know well but the one before that; trying mushy peas for the first 
time on holiday in Whitby. 

Sometimes I can grasp onto them and turn them round in my head, 
searching for a link, a trigger, and sometimes they disappear and only 
the ripples of uncertainty remain. There is no madeleine moment, no 
connection to the work or thoughts at hand; some of these memories 
are mundane, some not. This cane features a carved ivory head mounted 
on a Malacca shaft, that one is inlaid with pietra dura and exquisite 
sapphires. Later I google the term flashbulb memory but it doesn’t quite fit.



You set up the new printer and show him how to use it. He has some 
photos he’d like to release from his camera’s memory card, just clouds 
and things from the garden, he says, I don’t go anywhere anymore.  

He used to wave you off from the gate but now you leave him in his chair. 

A few days later and you stand before a lake above a lake – a tarn, 
someone says – and there is nothing else. They recede just as quickly as 
they can be recalled. 



To look back is to pan for gold. To look back is to remember anew. Like 
a hand knitted jumper a memory can be worn so many times that its 
holes become too many to be worth bringing to light anymore.
 

You leave in order to return. 



Borrowed things

Home is where we start from – Borrowed from Donald Winnicott via 
Annette Kuhn.

I read somewhere that the moments you recall most ... – I read this in a 
transcript of a Radiolab podcast entitled Memory and Forgetting.

Tender as memory – A phrase I thought I read in Roland Barthes’s A 
Lover’s Discourse but upon further research appears to belong to 
Guillaume Apollinaire. 

A theory of time you didn’t know you were looking for – This is the B-theory 
of time.

There is a doubling – This idea primarily comes from Roger Shattuck’s 
fascinating essay, Proust’s Binoculars.

Maybe I’m still there – This was Joseph Brodsky, quoted by Robert Morris 
in an interview with W.J.T. Mitchell.

Electrodes applied to the brains of conscious patients … – See Alison Winter 
on Wilder Penfield’s experiments in her book, Memory. 

Fragments are shored up against ruins – T.S. Eliot, tweaked. 

That place is just so full of so much – Donna Haraway speaking of her 
home, in an interview with Hestia Peppe.



We are always at home in our pasts – From Vladimir Nabokov’s Speak, 
Memory.

A slim nervous novella – Stolen from Kate Zambreno, Heroines.

A handful of other men’s flowers – Adopted from Montaigne.

Memory is a crazy woman ... – Austin O’Malley said this. 

Come non detto – As if it were not said. 




