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As they rounded a bend in the road and the whole majesty of Amalfi was
laid out before them Dean knew that it was over. He grabbed Maria's

and she squeezed back in surprise.
It was their second attenpt at |oving each other. Dean had the feeling
that trying to make it work again would be |ike buying a new version of

favourite shirt -- the original would always be special, however nuch

second | ooked, snelled and felt like the first. They had been

travel ling

for ten hours and each tinme he gl anced sideways at Maria, he knew her

| ess.
The mini bus wound its way down the cliff road, the driver tooting at
not hi ng, other horns blaring in response. Mpeds chased each ot her
t hr ough
the traffic like dogs in heat, their drivers cool in shades and
shirtsl eeves. Pedestrians took their lives in their hands and wal ked
al ong
the roads, bending sideways and holding in their stomachs to allow for
Wing mrrors.
"Busy place," Dean said. Maria glanced at himand sniled, but she did
not
reply. He caught a whiff of her perfune, mxed in with the stale scents
of

a dozen hours of travelling. Obsession. It gave hima headache.
When they had been on holiday before, the arrival at the resort and the
di scovery of the hotel was often something of a | et-down, an

anti-cli max

you.

propagated by tiredness and di sl ocation. Today, however, it was not the
same. Maria waltzed into the hotel ahead of him her jaunty step raising

nostal gic desire rather than the real thing. Wien Dean reached her with
their suitcases she was chatting to the woman at reception, | aughing,

j oki ng, excluding himeven nore. The woman | ooked at Dean and smled
sadly, as if she could see through the charade.

"Pl ease," she said, "leave your bags here. They will be brought up to

We have a lovely roomfor you, sea view, balcony with a wonderful

romantic

want ed

vi ew of the town and harbour."

Dean smled at Maria, and she sniled back. "Okay?" he asked.

"Yep. Here at last. At last." She foll owed the woman.

Their roomwas big, sparsely furnished, floored with old marble and
opening out onto a |large bal cony. The doors were already clipped open
outside table set for a meal as if the previous residents had only just
left. Dean could snmell themin the air: a hint of aftershave; the

i ncongruous scent of pine shanpoo. He tipped the receptionist and fel
onto the bed, burying his face in the pillow, breathing in deeply. Ad
snel | s; soap powder; dead dreans.

"Shall we go out, have a | ook around?" Maria asked.

Dean was tired and jaded and suddenly, for no apparent reason, he

to be back home. Hopel essness runbled in his stomach, tingled his skin.



ar eas

by

gl anci

"Dean?"
He nodded. "Sure." He sensed her perfume again. It snelled |ike someone
el se had bought it for her, and he knew that they had al ready fail ed.

The road took them past the front of the hotel and down to the town
square, where it sat facing the ocean; hundreds of people, tourists and
| ocals alike, sat outside cafes and bars doing |likew se. Waiters buzzed
themlike black and white bees, bal ancing inpossibly large trays on

unf easi bly spl ayed fi ngers.

Dean suggested a beer, but Maria wanted to get away fromthe tourist

i medi ately. He foll owed her |ead, w shing they could be wal ki ng side

side instead of in single file. As he was not hol ding her hand his own
ached for sonething to do, so he lit up a cigarette

"Thought you were going to give up on this holiday?" Maria said,

ng

back at the sound of the match popping alight.

"Thought we were going to be together this holiday," Dean retorted. He
tried on a smle to take the edge off his voice, but the damage was

al ready done. Maria shrugged, turned and started towards an arched

wal kway

soapy

bet ween two shops.
As they strolled, the streets began to | ose thensel ves in darkened
al | eyways. Washing overhung the paths |ike sleeping bats, dripping

saliva to the ground. Traffic argued at roundabouts, and the sea purred
onto the beach, constantly, relentlessly. Between buil dings they could

see

up to the cliff tops, where ruined churches or Saracen watchtowers

conmanded wi se old views of the sea and town. The whol e pl ace oozed

history, wallowing in its past; each slab in the path possessed a
mllion

untold stories. And it was hot. The sun splashed from whitewashed walls

and twisted its way behind Dean's sungl asses.

They saw only locals, as if this were the real Amalfi and the chaos of
t he

square was there only to appease narketing managers at package tour

operators. Sonetimes the people they passed would nod a curt greeting,

other times Dean felt unseen. They wal ked for twenty minutes w thout

emerging fromthe warren of alleys and paths. Steps led up and down
agai n,

and nore than once Dean was certain that they had crossed their own
pat h

froma different direction

It was strange how the wonder of the place touched themindividually
and

distinctly, as if its magic sought to enphasi se the bad air between
t hem

Sonetimes it was al nost physical, an inpenetrable barrier forcing them

apart like simlar magnetic poles. Amalfi had so nmuch to offer; Dean
and

Maria took their fill of different things.

“I'"'m hungry," Dean said. "Airline neals don't do rmuch to fill you up

Pi zza?"

"I'f you like." Maria stopped and | eant over a fountain, its outlet

concealed in the groin of a five hundred year old stone boy. Danp
circles

cl ung

had marked her bl ouse beneath her arns, and a haze of perspiration



back.

sets

had

at

t he

from

owner

to the fine hairs on her top lip. She used to sweat |ike that when they
wer e maki ng | ove.
They turned around, and it seened natural for Dean to | ead the way

At sonme point -- he could not really tell when -- the echoes of two

of footsteps turned into one. Wien he | ooked over his shoul der Maria
vani shed.

"M!" It seened all right to use his fam liar name for her now that she
m ght not hear it. "You hiding?" He wal ked back up the path, glancing
cl osed doors. When he | ooked between buil dings he could no | onger see
cliffs; now, there was only sky. A flight of worn stairs curved down

hi gher up and he could hear hesitant footsteps descending, but their

never arrived.

Street noi ses appeared from nowhere, and within a few strides he found
hi nsel f back at the edge of the main square. He gl anced back, confused,
and then he saw Maria sitting on the steps of the huge cathedral. She
stood when he approached and wal ked back towards their hotel, hardly
acknow edgi ng his presence. He was sure that if he were to stop and sit
down for a drink, she would walk all the way back to their room w t hout

noti ci ng.

"Maria," he called.

She waited for him running her hands over strings of red chillies
hangi ng

out side a shop. Wen she | ooked up her eyes were hard and di stant.

"Where did you get to?" Dean said. "I was worried."

"\t 2"

She

and

"You vani shed. One second you were there, the next | couldn't find you."
"I was behind you all the tine," she sighed, turning and wal ki ng away.

had not even tried to hide the fact that she was |ying.

By the end of that first afternoon, when they returned to their roomto
get ready for dinner, they were strangers. Maria went into the bathroom
and cl osed the door to shower and change.

The food was fantastic. Throughout their several years together, Dean

Maria had al ways put good cuisine at the top of their list of

priorities

be

when choosing their holidays. If they wanted a beach, it would have to

near a good restaurant. A hotel, though it nay have health suite,

rooftop

Dean

gardens and apartment-sized roons, was only as good as its chef.
Dean ate w thout tasting. He was thinking of those few mnutes earlier

the day when Maria had been lost to him trying to analyse his enotions
and convince hinself that he had been scared, not quietly, selfishly

pl eased. They had cone here to be together, but al one was rmuch nore
confortable. Even now Maria's mind was far beyond these four walls.

could see it every time he | ooked at her
VWen a waiter trundled over with the sweet trolley Dean was subject to

sudden, weird nonent of utter optim sm one of those rare flushes of



rapture that strike all too seldomand are as difficult to keep a hold

of
as a lover's gasp. He smled, tapped his fingers on the table, glad to
be
alive and confident that everything was going to turn out all right. He
| ooked at Maria, grinning, and he was about to tell her how |l ovely she
was
when she spoke.
"Have you ever conme face to face with yoursel f?" she said. "Ever really
seen yoursel f from sonmeone else's point of view? It's the nmost hunbling
thing | can ever imagine."
Dean felt the nmonent | eave him bleeding away |ike blood froma stuck
prg.
"Are we going to really try this week?" he said. "I nean, really? Look
at
this place, Maria. It's our perfect holiday. It's as if we were drawn
here
to ... give it one last go. Are we?"
Maria shrugged, stared into her glass of red wine as if trying to define
a
truth in there. "Maybe sone things are nore inportant," she said.
"Where did you go today? Before | found you in the square?”
"I want to go to bed," she said suddenly, and Dean was shocked by her
pal eness. "Take ne to bed."” On any other occasion -- weeks, maybe
nont hs
ago -- this plea would have stirred himin other ways. Now it merely
made
hi m af rai d.
They went up in the rickety lift and Maria waited for Dean to unl ock
t he
door. She leant against the wall in the hallway, fingers splayed
agai nst
the cold plaster as if reading its history. She did not even undress
before flopping onto the bed and stretching her way into a deep sleep
Dean opened the doors and went out onto the bal cony. The thought of
goi ng
inside and lying next to Maria, perhaps naked, perhaps with love in
m nd
now seened alien and foolish. However nmuch he tried to convince hinself
otherwise, their relationship was still a shadow of its former self,
and

com ng here could have been a big nmistake. If there had been sone
serious
m sdeneanour it would be sinpler, but in reality it was sinply a matter

of
things growing stale. Neither of themwanted to be the one to finally
pul |
t he pl ug.
He it a cigarette, inhaled deeply and watched the snoke haze away in
t he
dark, picked up briefly by the lights fromthe harbour. It was a noisy
night in Amalfi, straining scooter notors underlying the ainm ess car
hor ns
that seened to spring out of nowhere, and unknown conversati ons were
shout ed through the dark. He could sense rather than see bats jerking
about in the night, dipping and weaving |ike points of black |ight
t hr own

froma negative torch. Frominside he heard the toilet gurgling its
di spl easure at soneone flushing el sewhere in the hotel. Qutside again,



spl ash as sonething fell into, or junped out of the water down bel ow,

confident of safety under cover of night.

He stood to go to the I oo. The cigarette had burned down and fused
itself

to his two fingers, but he felt no pain. In the bathroom Mari a stood

before the full length mrror, naked, a breast in each hand. Her
ni ppl es

were pink and risen, as if recently pinched.

"Have you ever cone face to face with yoursel f?" she asked, turning to

| ook at him Seconds later her reflection followed suit. Its eyes were
not

her eyes. They were eyes painted by a bad artist, unable to follow him

around the room shallow and soulless. "Am 1 asl eep?" the reflection
sai d.

"I'"ve pinched, but | don't wake up."

A pain in his fingers pinched Dean and jerked himfrom sleep, and for a

coupl e of seconds he did not even know which country he was in. He
dr opped

the cigarette butt and stonped it to death, hissing as he felt the
blister

already rising on his index finger. Shaking, he went in fromthe
bal cony

and shut the doors, |ocking out the night. Maria was naked on the bed,

covers screwed around her waist. Her nipples were soft and pink

After running cool water over his fingers Dean stripped and cli nmbed
into

bed next to Maria. There was no warnth to share with her; not because
she

was col d, but because he coul d not imagi ne cuddling as they once had.

The next day they were booked on a boat trip to Capri; Dean had thought

that exploring together may encourage sparks fromthe dying enbers of

their love. Now, the nmost he could hope for was a smle for old tines.
And

he realised, in a noment of shocking clarity, that he really didn't
know

Maria that well at all. He was unaware of her past, other than what she

had chosen to tell him If she had problenms, maybe he had not even

di scovered themyet. If she had al ways wanted to come here, and she did

not want himto know ... then he never woul d.

Maria rose late and readied herself as if still half asleep. They had

br eakfast brought to their roombut Dean ate it al one on the bal cony.

kept glancing into the roomat Maria, watching her nove slowy across
t he

marbl e fl oor as she searched both suitcases for sone elusive item of

cl ot hi ng. She | ooked up, saw him staring and smiled, a vague tw tching
of

the lips which was still better than he had had all day yesterday.

He went back to his strong coffee, unsettled by the notion that she had

not been smiling at himat all, but past him

They were already | ate when they left the room Dean was a constant ten

steps ahead on their wal k down to the harbour. He glanced at his watch

every few seconds, trying to will the mnute hand back fifteen m nutes
to

before the tine when they were due to | eave. Passing through the square

they heard the hooting horn of a boat, and a huge catamaran turned
gently

away fromthe pier.

"Come on!" he shouted, hurrying towards the boat, know ng al ready that



Mari a.

they had missed it. He slowed and stopped, aware that dozens of people
wat ching him "Have a good tinme," he nmuttered, then turned back to

She was standing with her back to him facing into the square. She

brushed

she

st uck

t he

her e.

had

t he

script

into
wor | d

Mari a

not
He
| onger

coul d

hair back from her face, her short dress stretching around her hips as

did so. She was a beautiful worman, but now Dean felt only a nebul ous
anger, and a certainty that she had nade them i ss the boat on purpose.
"Well," he said as he approached her from behind, "l ooks like we're

here today. You could have just said you didn't want to go."
"I thought it was obvious," Mria said. "Besides, now we can explore

town in detail. W only scratched the surface yesterday."
"Didn't you want to see Capri ?"
Maria shrugged. "Maybe. But we're here now. There's so nmuch history

Can't you feel it? Can't you breath in the old times? | can al nost see
them .. Cone on, Deano. W can still make a day of it."

It was the first tine she had used her nickname for himsince they had
| eft home yesterday norning, and it went sone way to quashing his

di sappoi ntnent. But as she wal ked on ahead of him heading for a shady
corner of the square, he could not help scrutinising how she had said

The nore he replayed it in his nind, the nore he became sure that she

forced it to make hi m happy.
He felt used, manipulated, putty in the hands of an inmaginative child.

wonder ed what shape she would twist himinto next.
They came to an alley |leading off fromthe square, so hidden beneath

old buildings of the town that it would never be touched by the sun. A
sign screwed to the wall above said 'Follow the ancient steps', the

gnar | ed-1 ooki ng where decades of heat had chi pped the paint. The path
curved out of sight no nore than a dozen paces in. Wthout | ooking back
Maria wal ked on.

For an instant, Dean considered not going after her. He would go back

the square, buy a beer, sit down and light a cigarette, watching the

go by as he waited for Maria to return. Then the noment passed, and

was little nore than a shadow noving away fromhim He foll owed.

"It's a beautiful place,"” he said, not really believing hinself. Muria
munbl ed an i ncoherent reply. "I wonder who |ives back here?" He did not
want to know, and again there was only a vague response from Maria. The
wall s were swal |l owi ng her words.

He was | ooki ng down at the path nost of the time, making sure he did
trip over a | oose stone or step in the occasional splash of dog mess.
shoul d not have been surprised when he | ooked up to find Maria no

there; should not have been, but was, because there was nowhere she

have gone.
He t hought about goi ng back, but feared he may be nearer the end of the



pat h than the begi nni ng.
Smel | s and sounds pul sed in and out, as if Dean were nmoving to and fro

in
reality. He guessed that it was sone strange quality of the maze-like
construction of this place, that even sound and scent woul d becone
monentarily | ost between buildings. It becane darker still and | ooking
up

he coul d see eaves reaching across the alley like long-1ost |overs
craving

a final touch.

He turned a corner and suddenly found hinself back with civilisation

Soon

he was anong peopl e again, standing at the edge of a one way street
used

by loud two way traffic, happy to hold back and watch the hustle while
he

gat hered his thoughts. He had found no ancient steps. |ndeed, there had

been no steps in the alley at all

No side-alleys, either.

No open doors.

Where had Maria gone?

He felt a rush of unreality blur his senses -- a mxture of nausea,

di zzi ness and the urge to giggle at the absurdities around him He sat

down at a table and barked a | augh when a nenu was forced into his
hands.

There were three wonen chatting away at the next table, oblivious to
t he

noi se around them and when he strained to hear what they were saying
he

could not identify their |anguage. It could have been a new one. The

waiter wafted by with a casual glare; Dean ordered a pizza for
appear ance

sake, a beer for his throat and a red wine for Maria. Then he waited

for
her to come back to him
He was finishing his unwanted meal when she scraped back a chair and
sat
down. She did not reach for her wine, but sat there staring through her
fringe at the ground.
“"Maria," he said, "where have you been? |'ve been worried."
"l doubt that," she said, but there was no reproach there. It was nerely
a

statement of fact. Her mouth twitched, as if haunted by the nenory of a
smile.
The three wonen had been replaced by a short, athletic-I|ooking
Aneri can,
sitting with her back to them nobile phone pressed to her ear like a

field dressing. "I'm concerned about what will happen if | come hone
ri ght

now, " Dean heard her say. "I worry about the kids. | don't want to
subj ect

you to the strangeness |'m going through right now "

He turned back to Maria and stroked her arm but it felt as alien as

ki ssing a bus driver on the cheek. He w thdrew his hand, enbarrassed,
sure

that everyone in the street would see through the sham

"Shall we go back to the hotel ?" he said. "Or another wal k. An ice
crean®"

"Al'l right," Maria said and, not know ng whi ch suggestion she had
agr eed



seened

to, Dean followed her into the thronging street.
The American woman had | eft, apparently w thout paying. The waiter

unconcerned. Her table was already set for the next custoner.

They spent the rest of the day by the pool, not talking, |ying back and
letting the sun slowy burn their skin. Dean tried to read but he could
not concentrate. He kept gl ancing sideways at the worman he had used to
| ove, watching her chest rise and fall with peaceful breaths, certain

t hat
behi nd her gl asses her eyes were w de open. Her skin remai ned pale.
Maria had al ways been lively, inquisitive, sonetinmes too nmuch so for
Dean.
He was happy to sit in and watch the tel evision, open a bottle of wine,
cook a nice neal. Maria would want to know who the director was, find
out
where the wine cane fromand search out an alternate recipe for
what ever
they were eating. He'd often tell her to sit back and enjoy, not worry
about things. Loosen up.
She had | oosened up now. She was so | oose she was al nost flapping in
t he
wi nd. She was not the Maria he had used to know, but then that Maria
had
been | eaving himfor a long time, so that did not trouble himso mnmuch.
VWhat troubled himwas that she was beconmi ng a worman he had never known.
Later, at dinner, Dean tried to catch Maria's attention and snile
attenpted to edge her into conversation, but all talk was one-sided.
They went straight to their roomafter the neal. Maria laid on the bed
and
seened to fall asleep instantly. Dean bent over her and | owered hinself
to
wi thin kissing distance, trying to breathe in her scent, recall when
t hey
had used to kiss. But her breath was insipid and untainted, and as
['i ght
as a sigh hitting his face. Her perfunme only gave out a ten-hour
st al eness.
He stayed that way for a while, hoping she would | ook up at him but
there
was no novenent beneath her ivory eyelids.
Eventual |y he noved out onto the balcony and lit up a cigarette,
cl osi ng
his eyes and enjoying the |ight-headedness of w ne and nicotine. He
listened to the sounds fromthe town, trying but failing to pick out
singl e voi ces.
Three cigarettes later, when he went back into the room he was not
surprised to find it enpty. Maria had not even worn her shoes when she
left; they lay on the floor next to the bed, looking as if they had
never
been worn.
Dean curled up on the bed. Maria had gone of her own accord, of that he
was sure. He was also sure that he had let her go too easily.
He slept within mnutes. Aloud, insistent thunp echoed its way into
hi s

and

dreans; a door opening and shutting deep inside the hotel, or perhaps a
trapdoor. Voices nmunbled in distant roonms, or from sonmewhere el se
entirely. Footsteps forever prom sed to suddenly increase their volune



darken the strip of |light beneath the door. It was a night pregnant
with

the promi se of sonething happening, but in the end potential was
abort ed.

Dean sl ept I ong and deeply, and when he woke up the sun was shi ni ng

through the still-open bal cony doors.
Guilt grabbed himand would not | et go. Maria had not returned, her
suitcase still lay open, its contents haul ed out |ike |uggage

i ntestines.

She coul d be anywhere, she could be in trouble.

She coul d be nowhere.

Have you ever cone face to face with yoursel f?

Wt hout changi ng or washing Dean hurried fromthe hotel, hardly sparing

a

gl ance for the surprised receptionist. He alnost ran down the road, and
he

was gl ad that the bustle of the rush hour campufl aged his concern. The

pl ace felt even nore inmpersonal than it had the previous day, but he
put

it down to being alone. Even though he and Maria had really had no hope
at

all, at least they had been in each other's conpany. Their tine
t oget her

may be dooned, but the past still held a charge. They woul d al ways have
a

hi story. There would al ways be a story to tell

He found hinmself in the corner of the square without really thinking
about

where he was going. 'Follow the ancient steps' the sign said, and
wi t hin

thirty seconds of entering the alleyway, he had found them They had
not

been there before, he was sure, but everything lately had been al

a-tangle, and he could so easily have missed themthe first time. They

were dusty and cobwebbed wi th underuse, the shadows beneath their
risers

soupy with age. Dean started up them w t hout hesitation, subconsciously

sniffing at the air for Maria's perfume but knowing it had changed
beyond

his ken. Even if he did find her, it could nean nothing. She may be
wher e

she wanted to be.

He came face to face with hinself. H's double was as shocked as he, and

they both raised their hands in fright. Hi s opposite' s eyes were
sunken,

full of a deep-set hopel essness, but then he realised that he was facing

a

mrrored door. He felt foolish, even though he was al one. Al one, but

per haps not unwat ched.

The steps ended in a courtyard. The sun was al nost directly overhead,
but

the area was still swathed in shadow. It was tinmeless, echoing with
si ghs

uttered centuries ago, its walls bathed in history and stained by it.
The

graffiti of ages, chips and cracks and the words of el oquent vandals.

Shuttered wi ndows stared down |ike the cl osed eyes of the dead.

Maria was there ... but she was not. Her perfume hung heavy in the air,

fresh and vibrant. He knew what she was thinking, though he could not
see



her. He knew, suddenly, of the tinmes before they had net: the hurried
drug-taking in train station toilets; the bursts of tenper at her

parents,

it

but

Mari a

of

Down

unr easonabl e but nore intense because of that; kicking her pet dog when

had stained her carpet, kicking until it bled. He knew her nmind in nore
detail than he ever had, and this made himsad. Now, of all tinmes, he
could try to love her fully. She had what she wanted, and he was gl ad,

it also made himsorrowful. It meant that they had failed. Their tine
together really was at an end.

He turned and fl ed, cool ness stroking his back as he staggered down the
dusty steps. It felt like fingernails of ice piercing his skin, |eaving
hi man invisible scar to renmi nd him of where he had been, and where

remai ned. He woul d al ways be troubled by this place but he hoped,
selfishly, that in his dreams he woul d sonehow | ose his way.

He saw no mirrored doors.

And as he arrived back in the square, he knew that during the |oneliest

ni ghts he would find those steps once nore.
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