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They fished me out of Hecate Strait, off the coast of British Columbia, early on a fall morning in a heavy fog. Fortunately the ship was proceeding dead slow with a lookout at the bow who heard the plane come down. Even so, a lone man in a lifejacket is a small target at sea, and they could easily have missed me, in which case I’d have died of exposure in short order. I hadn’t had far to go.


The ship was the Island Prince, a small, elderly freighter of Scandinavian origin which nowadays makes a weekly circuit from Vancouver, B.C., up the coast to the port of Prince Rupert, out to the Charlotte Islands, and back down to Vancouver—in case your geography is shaky, that’s not too far north of Seattle, Wash. I acquired all this information afterwards, of course. At the time, I wasn’t really switched on and recording, if you know what I mean. The Prince conveyed me to her next stop in the islands. There, a helicopter, alerted by radio was waiting to fly me across the Strait to the Prince Rupert Regional Hospital which, serving a wide wilderness area, has a chopper pad next to the front door for just such emergencies as mine.


Well, maybe not quite like mine. Not that chartered bush planes don’t crash occasionally, and I’m sure it’s happened before that only the passenger survived. For the survivor to have taken a bad crack on the head during the proceedings is, I suspect, not unheard of. I have no doubt there have also been instances, maybe even in the hospital to which I’d been brought, in which the half-frozen, headachy survivor couldn’t at first remember a hell of a lot about what had happened to him; but in most of those cases, I’m reasonably sure, the guy soon remembered who he was…


“Paul, darling!” That was Kitty, bursting into my hospital room without knocking, as usual, carrying a newspaper and an armful of flowers. Well, she said she was Kitty. You couldn’t prove it by me. Actually, her real name was Catherine Davidson, or so she’d told me after learning of my memory problem. She’d said I might as well use the nickname since I always had. Now she dropped the paper on the bed, got a fresh grip on the flowers, and looked around the room in a baffled way. “Where the devil should I put this stuff?”


She had the special, intriguing Canuck accent that manages to sound British without putting you in mind of either an ’arf-and-’arf London Cockney or an I-say-old-chap Limey aristocrat, but I wouldn’t have wanted to try to explain how I acquired the background for this linguistic comparison. In some respects, the mental computer seemed to be quite cooperative. It simply balked at handing out data on one subject. Me.


“You might try the bedpan,” I said.


“Gratitude!” she said. “That’s what a girl gets for trying to brighten the patient’s day.”


I eyed the enormous bouquet warily. “How do you know I don’t have hay fever?”


“Well, if you do you never told me about it. Do you?”


“Are you kidding?” I asked. “If I don’t know who I be, ma’am, how can I know what chronic diseases I is or ain’t got?”


There was a little silence. Kitty got rid of her burden by cramming it into the water pitcher on the dresser. She slipped off the long, dramatic coat she was wearing and dropped it on a chair. She came back to the bed.


“I’m sorry, dear,” she said. “I keep forgetting… It’s no better?”


“No, ma’am. All I know, besides what you tell me, is what I read in those Vancouver papers you bring me; and I still can’t make heads or tails of your lousy Canadian politics. What the hell is a Socred?”


“Social Credit. One of our political parties.” She spoke absently, looking down at me; then she smiled. “Well, it doesn’t matter all that much, does it? I mean, what you don’t remember. It will come back to you. In the meantime I know perfectly well who you are. You’re Paul Horace Madden, of Seattle, a very good free-lance photographer, and a very nice person I’m going to marry as soon as he gets on his feet again, and he’d better not be too slow about it, or I’ll just crawl right into that hospital bed with him.”


Looking at her, I wondered if that part of the world was full of beautiful women in baggy pants, or if she was a unique specimen. Instinct told me that, while her unbecoming taste in clothes might be currently commonplace in the great Northwest, and even elsewhere, this girl wouldn’t ever be commonplace anywhere. She was a tallish, very slender, brownhaired kid with a small, lovely, pink-cheeked face. There’s something about a damp, cool, coastal climate that seems to produce that kind of fresh-faced loveliness; but again, don’t ask me how I knew it. I couldn’t really remember any other damp coastal climates or any other fresh-faced lovelies. The thought just came to me.


She was wearing a pink pullover sweater over a pink open-necked shirt; and pink slacks that were, as I’ve indicated, ridiculously wide, so they had a sloppy-floppy look in spite of being immaculate and sharply creased. It was a garment that obviously hadn’t been picked for flattery, or even, practicality, just for current style. Nevertheless, she surmounted the handicap with ease, and managed to leave me with no doubt that her unseen legs were shapely and marvelous, and her invisible ankles slim and wonderful. The idea of sharing a bed with her, by invitation, wasn’t exactly revolting. From what she’d already said to me, and to the authorities who’d questioned me about the crash, this wouldn’t be the first time it had happened. It seemed ungallant of me to have forgotten it.


I said firmly, however, “Begging your pardon, ma’am, what I want right now is to get me out of this damned bed, not you in. First things first and all that. Not that I don’t appreciate the offer. I’ll be happy to accept a rain-check valid for a more suitable time and place.”


She made a face at me and laughed. “Well, all right, I won’t rape you today if you’re feeling shy, darling… What do the doctors say? Have they told you when you’ll be well enough to leave?”


I said, “I have a hunch they’d turn me loose right now if I wasn’t such a fascinating specimen. They’re waiting around expectantly, hoping to be present when it all comes back to me in a great flood of beautiful memories.” I grimaced. “Let’s go through it again, Kitty. If you don’t mind.”


She winced. “Oh, dear, we’ve been over and over… But of course I don’t mind if you think it may help.” She sat down on the edge of the bed. “Where do you want to start?”


I noticed, that the street-sweeping pink slacks weren’t quite immaculate after all. She’d got the cuffs a bit damp, getting here from the motel where she was staying in town. I glanced at the window and saw that outside it was raining vigorously. This came as no great surprise, since it had hardly stopped since I’d been well enough to notice the weather. It was a wet damned corner of the world.


I said, “Let’s start with the fact that I’m P. H. Madden and live in Seattle. 2707 Brightwood Way, Bellevue, you told me. What’s a Bellevue?”


“It’s a Seattle suburb. Hilly. Your house is on a fairly steep little street. The lot slants right up from the sidewalk; you have to climb a lot of steps to get to your front door, which is actually at the side of the house.” Kitty’s voice sounded mechanical, as well it might. As she’d said, we’d been over and over it. She went on: “Or you can drive into the garage at street level and let yourself into the basement, where you have quite an elaborate darkroom, all spotless and shiny like a laboratory. Then you go up a flight of stairs to the living area. Not so tidy, that, if you don’t mind my saying so. Kitchen. Living-dining room. Two bedrooms and bath. You use one of the bedrooms for an office. Lots and lots of filing cabinets full of pictures. There’s a porch or sundeck at the front of the house, over the garage.” She regarded me hopefully. “Does that bring anything back?”


It was detailed and convincing, but I didn’t recognize it as a house in which I’d ever lived. “Not a thing. I gather I haven’t been in residence too long. Six months or so, you said.”


Kitty nodded. “Yes, you’d spent a good many years moving around, you told me. Free-lance photography in odd corners of the earth. More recently you took pictures for some magazine in Vietnam and got yourself badly wounded. Afterwards you did some work for an oil company in the Middle East, I think, and also up in Alaska—something to do with the pipeline. But you finally got tired of the nomadic life and decided to find a place where you could set up a permanent headquarters and take the kind of pictures you really liked.”


I thought about it for a little, and shook my head. “Still no contact, I’m afraid. You’d think a man would remember getting shot up in Vietnam, wouldn’t you?” It was funny that I’d know about Vietnam in a general way without being able to remember a thing about me in Vietnam, but I was getting used to such mental quirks. I shrugged. “Okay, let’s try something else. I take pictures for a living. Outdoors stuff, you said.”


“Well, mostly. You’re especially good with animals and birds; you’re very good in the woods and very patient. We once had a fight, sort of, when you took me along and I kept fidgeting, you said. I thought I was sitting still as a rock. You have all kinds of elaborate equipment for taking pictures by remote control, or from a long ways off. Of course, you do other things besides wildlife. Fishing and hunting stories, articles on oil and mining and logging… I told you, that’s how we met.”


“Tell me again.”


“Well, all right, although it seems a little…” She checked herself, and drew a long breath, and recited: “I work for the Malaspina Lumber Company, in their Vancouver office. I’m a public relations girl, I guess you’d say. You were doing an article on the lumber industry and I was assigned to help you. For instance, I arranged for a company helicopter to take you where you wanted to go back in the bush. Things like that.”


“But it wasn’t a helicopter I used this last time out.”


“Oh, no,” she said. “That was a float plane, a DeHavilland Beaver, I believe, that you’d hired down by the waterfront. It’s a safe guess; everybody flies them. The outfit is called North-Air. The pilot’s name was Walters, Herbert Walters. You’d flown with him before. I was in the East, visiting our Toronto office. I didn’t even know you’d been through Vancouver until I got back and found a message saying that you’d called and would call again on your way south… Only you didn’t. The next thing I knew, you’d been picked up way up there by Queen Charlotte Islands.”


“And you don’t have any idea what I was working on?”


She shook her head. “Nobody does, darling. You didn’t mention it to anybody at North-Air, apparently, unless you told Walters after you were airborne. All they know is that you wanted to be taken to a small lake you’d visited before, pretty well inland. They have no idea how you came to be floating around in the ocean over a hundred miles to the north and west.”


I grimaced. “I’m afraid the investigators from that Ministry, whatever it was—”


“The Ministry of Transport, or MOT as we call it. They look into all aircraft accidents.”


“Sure. The Ministry of Transport. Well, somehow I got the impression they weren’t exactly happy with me; and neither was that plainclothes guy from your Royal Canadian Mounted Police, the darkfaced character who stood back while they questioned me and tried to look like part of the furniture. I’m still trying to figure out what the hell they suspected me of. Am I supposed to have murdered the pilot, wrecked the plane, hit myself over the head, and taken a swim in the fog, all just for fun?”


Kitty laughed. “Oh, I don’t think they have any immediate plans for throwing you into prison. It’s just that, well, amnesia is a rather odd—” She stopped, abashed.


“Yeah, odd,” I said.


“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean… Anyway, we don’t seem to be gaining on it, as you Yankees say.”


I patted her on the knee. “Don’t give up yet. Let’s hear about the interesting stuff, like how I managed to acquire a Canadian fiancee, living way down there in the U.S. of A.”


She smiled. “After our business dealings, you seemed to find your way across the border fairly frequently, Mr. Madden. Of course, you’d been doing quite a bit of work up here already, before we met, and it’s only a hundred and twenty miles, freeway all the way.”


“Still, it’s a drive,” I said. “I must have been hard up for girls.”


She glanced at me quickly, then she laughed. Her laughter stopped. We regarded each other for a moment. She leaned over to be kissed. It turned out to be a fairly complicated osculation, since we’d started from positions not ideal for the purpose. Sitting in the bed, I had to kind of haul her into place across my lap, and make a number of preliminary adjustments, before we could make satisfactory contact. Once I found them, her lips were soft and eager. The chaste resolutions I’d announced earlier didn’t last very long; but those damned pink slacks proved to be seriously obstructive. For the moment, at least, I had to confine myself to investigating the warm girl contours through the thin gabardiny cloth…


“Paul, no!”


I sighed, surrendered the zipper tab I’d discovered, and let her go. Anyway, it was nice to know that, memory or no; the proper stimuli still produced, the proper reactions, if you want to call them proper. Kitty sat up and pushed the long, straight, brown hair back from her small face. Her cheeks were flushed and she looked very pretty indeed—well, if you like phonies.


“Sorry, ma’am,” I said stiffly. “I thought I heard somebody talking big stuff about getting into beds and raping people and stuff, but I must have been mistaken. My most humble apologies, ma’am. I surely didn’t mean to get familiar, ma’am.”


She said irritably, not looking at me, “Oh, don’t be stupid! I just… You’re not all that well yet; and anyway, the door isn’t locked and the nurse is apt to stick her head in any minute.”


“Oh, dearie me,” I said sourly, “does anybody get to be a nurse without discovering that people kiss people?”


“Well, I just don’t like to get all mussed and excited when… when it isn’t really practical, darling.”


“Sure.”


She rose and looked down at herself and made a face at her slightly disintegrated appearance. She tugged the dislodged zipper back into place, pulled up her pants, tucked her shirt in, and smoothed down her sweater.


“I… I’ll come back again tomorrow,” she said, and fled, snatching up her coat on the way out.


Frowning, I watched the door close automatically behind her. I was feeling rather frustrated, but also a bit ashamed of myself for deliberately pushing her clear to the point of protest. A gentleman would have controlled his base impulses as soon as he sensed that the lady disapproved; but I wasn’t a gentleman, I was a guy with a bandaged head and no memory trying to find out a few things about myself and other people. Now I was feeling puzzled and baffled and disturbed by what I’d learned.


My pretty fiancee had led everybody to believe that we’d anticipated our forthcoming marriage on numerous occasions. She’d been quite brazen about it—or modern, if you prefer. Yet the simple fact seemed to be that we didn’t even know each other well enough to kiss each other without a lot of preliminary fumbling. My memory might be faulty, but I had a distinct impression that people who’d been lovers for months, as we were supposed to have been, could generally manage to find their way into a clinch more expertly than that.


The telephone rang. It startled me; then I decided it had to be Kitty calling to straighten things out between us. I sighed and picked up the instrument.


A man’s voice spoke in my ear: “Helm?”


The voice meant nothing to me, and neither did the name. “What’s a Helm?” I asked.


“You are,” said the voice, and the phone went dead.
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I replaced the instrument slowly. Then I sat there for a while, trying to put my small, safe, comfortable world back together. It had been a peaceful hospital existence with nothing to worry about except getting well. Okay, so I had a spot of amnesia; I could live with it. Sooner or later the past would return. Even if it didn’t, well, nobody dies from loss of memory. What I’d misplaced probably wasn’t priceless judging by what had emerged to date: some free-lance photography in the far-off boonies, a bit of non-combatant war experience—well, maybe my history was a little more colorful than some, but it still wasn’t anything I couldn’t afford to forget.


What had mattered was that I was alive, I was being well looked after, I had a lovely fiancee willing to share my problems, and I had a home and business waiting for me down in the U.S. Some officials had asked me some searching questions, to be sure, but that had been just part of the normal post-airplane-crash routine. I was a fairly ordinary guy named Madden who’d had a narrow escape from death and whose job was simply to regain his strength and pick up his life where he’d left it.


That was the way it had been. Now it was gone, wiped out by a kiss and a phone call. My lovely fiancee was a sweet little fraud. My name wasn’t Madden…


I drew a long breath and told myself to relax. Maybe I was taking the whole thing too seriously. I was, after all, not exactly a picture of perfect health at the moment—either physical or mental health. I could be building a couple of minor incidents into a major crisis simply because my recent harrowing experiences had left me vulnerable. Maybe Kitty Davidson was, as she’d claimed, just a fastidious young lady who couldn’t bring herself to risk the embarrassment of being caught wrestling happily and sexily with a man, even a man she was going to marry, on a rumpled hospital bed behind an unlocked door. Maybe. And maybe the phone call had been a hoax or a joke perpetrated by a crank or a prankster—but up here in remote Prince Rupert, B.C., who’d bother?


Instinct warned me that it was serious and that I’d damned well better take it seriously. I might be reading too much into Kitty’s reaction, but nobody would call up a hospital patient with a grave psychological problem and toss a strange name at him just for fun. Helm. It still didn’t mean anything to me. The steering control of a boat. An old-time military skull-protection device. A patronym of Nordic or German origin.


Helm. If I was Helm, as the voice had indicated, who was Madden, if there was a Madden?


But there had to be a Madden. With the probable death of the pilot to investigate, with the sole survivor of the crash claiming ignorance on the grounds of amnesia—amnesia, for God’s sake, the refuge of every impulse murderer whose mind suddenly went blank, your Honor, totally blank—the Canadian authorities would inevitably have checked me out at least as far back as the house at 2707 Brightwood Way, Bellevue, Washington. I’d be very much surprised if they hadn’t checked a lot farther. There simply had to be a Madden living at that address who took pictures for a living and had a convincing background, or the questioning to which I’d been subjected would have been a lot longer and tougher.


I remembered the blocky, dark gent in plainclothes from the Royal Canadian Mounted Police. He’d been doing a lot of heavy thinking behind his deadpan expression. Even with Kitty making a positive identification, he would have found any obvious discrepancies in my record if there had been some to find. So Madden must exist—or must he? After all, I’d been told that he’d only made his appearance in the Seattle area some six months ago.


Was there, perhaps, just a guy named Helm who’d rented a house, set up a darkroom, and handed out business cards with a name that wasn’t his? If so, why? And if so, why was Miss Catherine Davidson supporting the masquerade with outrageous hints about our beautiful sex life together, when she was actually, it seemed, a fairly inhibited kid who recoiled in near panic from a man’s hand on her fanny, not to mention on the zipper tab of her stylish slacks?


Helm, I thought. A mysterious character named Helm, pretending to be a free-lance photographer named Madden. A detective tracking down a criminal or a criminal organization? A spy or counterspy? A robber or con man setting up a big caper? In any case, it seemed that this nebulous, weirdo had taken a hired plane north into the Canadian bush and wound up floating in the ocean a long way from his supposed destination minus his aircraft, his pilot, and his memory. An attractive female had then appeared, very conveniently, to claim this masquerader as her lover and intended husband, and confirm his false identity… Nuts! It was TV stuff, I told myself irritably. I was building a melodramatic soap opera out of a word spoken on the phone and the fact that a nice girl had behaved in a sensible and ladylike manner instead of succumbing wantonly to my crude advances.


My head had begun to ache. I reached for the newspaper on the bed and forced myself to shove the wild speculations out of my mind. The attending psychiatrist had said I shouldn’t allow myself to get disturbed or excited, ha! I told myself that the news, as funneled through the Vancouver press, deserved my most careful attention. Reading resolutely, I learned that people were passing, or hoping to pass, or hoping to keep from passing, laws against cigarettes, dogs, guns, old age, and automobile accidents, to mention only a few of the subjects being considered for legislative remedies. The French-speaking citizens of Canada were demanding their linguistic rights, whatever those might be. The commercial fishermen were demanding protection against the depredations of foreign fishermen. The Canadian political parties were still calling each other names. So much for the overall picture.


On the local level, the recent heavy rains—I was glad to see somebody around the place admitting it had actually been raining kind of hard—had flooded certain roads in the Vancouver area and washed out most of a small town over on Vancouver Island. Don’t get confused: that Captain Vancouver covered a lot of territory. The city of Vancouver is one thing: a metropolis of close to half a million inhabitants situated on the mainland. Vancouver Island is something else again: a rugged, offshore piece of real estate almost three hundred miles long. The capital of the province, Victoria, is out on this island. The two cities are connected by a system of ferries, one of which had just been bombed, providing the big news of the day:


FERRY EXPLOSION KILLS THREE


Reformo Leader Among Victims of Terrorist Bomb


Grateful for something interesting enough to take my mind off my own troubles, I read the story carefully. Apparently, the explosives had been left in an old Ford van on the car deck, and timed to go off just as the ferry, having made its fifty-mile crossing of the Strait of Georgia, was docking at Tsawwassen—don’t ask me how to pronounce it—at the mainland end of the run. Fortunately, in loading, the van had got parked at the end of the vessel instead of in the more crowded and vulnerable middle. Fortunately, also, there had been some fog to delay the crossing; the explosion had therefore occurred while most passengers were still on the upper decks, instead of as they were returning to their cars, near the bomb, in preparation for landing. Even so, a dozen people had been injured and three of these had died, including a well-known Canadian politician of whom I’d never heard, who’d stayed in his car to work on a campaign speech to be delivered in Vancouver. His name had been Andrew McNair, and he’d been the head of the Reform Movement, whatever that might be, known in Canadian political shorthand as Reformo.


Quick work by the ferry’s crew had contained the fires that had been started on the car deck. The captain had managed to dock the damaged vessel and disembark the passengers in orderly fashion. However, the continuing threat of fire, and the possibility of exploding gas tanks, had made it imperative to get everyone ashore immediately, without waiting for the police. In the confusion some people had got away from the landing area before it could be blocked off—among them, apparently, whoever had driven the van aboard, presumably in a car driven by confederates.


There was a description of the damage, as far as it had been determined at press time. The idea that the bomb could have been planted by enemies of McNair, apparently a somewhat controversial figure, was rejected on the grounds that the police had discovered in one of the restrooms, aerosol-sprayed on the wall of a booth, a known terrorist symbol, the letters PPP. The newspaper didn’t mention whether the plumbing facilities involved were designed for masculine or feminine patronage. It did state, however, that the same initials had been found in a restroom after the San Francisco bus station blast last year that had taken seven lives. What they stood for was still not known, or if it was, nobody was saying. The reporter finished his piece with a summary of all recent bombings of presumably terrorist origin: the La Guardia airport explosion, the Toronto railroad bang, and several others. He didn’t say that the unknown PPP organization was responsible for all of them, but he didn’t say it wasn’t…


Somebody knocked on the door of my room. Nurses and other hospital functionaries either don’t knock at all or knock and walk right in. I waited, but nobody appeared. The knock came again. I drew a long breath. It was probably either the Mounties or the Ministry of Transport. I wondered a bit uneasily what the hell they wanted now.


“Come in,” I called, and the door opened.


The girl who entered looked much too small to be a Mountie, and she didn’t resemble any investigator I’d encountered to date. I told myself I’d never seen her before in my life.


“Hello, Paul,” she said.


Obviously I’d told myself wrong.
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She came forward rather hesitantly. She was small and slender, with heavy black hair cut short about her face, which was delicately pretty in an Oriental way. You had to hand it to Mr. Madden I reflected. Whether or not he really existed, he certainly knew how to pick them, even if his tastes did run to girls so slim they hardly cast shadows. Or maybe the choices had been Helm’s, whoever he might be.


The girl was wearing a very neat, very tailored, very occidental tweed suit with a skirt, not pants. The rare, precious sight of a pair of nice girl-legs in nylons was almost too much for me to bear in my weakened condition. She wore little plastic boots to protect her high-heeled shoes from the rain, and carried a big purse and a red raincoat.


It was time for me to say something. “Hi,” I said.


She stopped by the bed and looked at the paper I still held. “Isn’t it terrible?” she said. “That ferry, I mean. I read about it on the plane coming up from Vancouver; one of the boys had a delivery to make near here.”


“Terrible,” I agreed.


My visitor looked down at me for a moment. “I don’t mean to intrude, Paul,” she said. “You once made your feelings about clinging females quite clear, and I’m most certainly not trying to… Well, never mind that. But I just couldn’t bear to think you might be lying up here wondering if I… if we… if anybody at North-Air was blaming you for what happened to Herb.” She stopped. I didn’t say anything. She went on quickly, speaking with just the slightest hint of a Chinese accent, “We don’t, of course. To blame you for hiring him to fly would be ridiculous; flying was his business. In fact, it was very nice, very fair of you to continue to come to us when you needed a plane in spite of… in spite of everything. It certainly wasn’t your fault that it turned out this way. After all, you don’t know anything about flying; and whatever happened I’m sure you couldn’t possibly have prevented… They say you don’t really remember what happened. That’s often the case in a bad crash, I understand. I just didn’t like to think you might be, well, delaying your recovery by brooding about it. Even if we’re no longer… even if we’re not on very good terms, Paul, the least I can do is to be fair, too.”


“Sure,” I said. “Fair.”


She studied me for a moment longer. “Well, that’s all I came to say, I’d better get back to the plane before they fly off and leave me,” she went on. “I… I miss Herb very much, of course, but I’m glad you came out of it all right, I really am. I hope you get well soon.” She started to turn away.


“Wait,” I said.


She paused and glanced back over her shoulder in a reluctant way. “Please. Everything we had to say to each other, we said several months ago. I was just doing my duty as a Girl Scout. Don’t make me regret—”


“What’s your name?” I asked.


She stood perfectly still for a long time. In the silence, I could hear the inevitable rain beating against the window, and the sound of somebody rolling some kind of a cart down the hospital corridor outside. Slowly, she turned to face me again.


“Are you serious?” she asked.


I said, “They told me that I’m Paul Madden, and that I’m engaged to be married to a wonderful girl named Catherine Davidson. They didn’t tell me anything about you.”


She said without expression, “That’s hardly surprising, if your fiancee was doing the telling.” When I didn’t speak, the Chinese girl went on, “I heard from the MOT inspectors that you couldn’t remember much about the crash, but they didn’t say… I didn’t dream…”


When she stopped without finishing the sentence, I said deliberately, “As you’ll notice, I remember my English real good. I even recall some Spanish words, and there are a couple of other languages with which I seem to be slightly acquainted. I remember what happens when you add, or multiply, two and two. I can tell you about the American Revolution and the Civil War—otherwise known as the War Between the States—and a couple of World Wars and some unpleasantness in Korea. I even seem to know, in a general way, that there was a more recent conflict in Vietnam, but although I’m supposed to have attended the party with a camera, I remember nothing about that. I can tell you a bit about what New York looks like, or Seattle, or Vancouver, B.C., but I just don’t see myself in those pictures either, if you know what I mean. I don’t know when I was there if I was there, or what I did there, or whom I met there. Okay?”


She said softly, “You might have stopped me before I made a goddamned little fool of myself!”


It seemed, somehow, like a shocking thing for a Chinese girl to say, but I couldn’t have told you exactly why.


“I had to let you talk,” I said. “I’m sorry, but you might have said something that would trigger total recall.”


“Did I?”


I shook my head. “No recall at all. Back to Square One.” After a moment, I went on slowly: “I can use all the information I can get. It doesn’t have to make me out a nice guy.”


She frowned, staring at me hard, trying to decide whether or not I was kidding her. Well, that was something I was getting hardened to. Amnesia seemed to bring out the cynic in a lot of people.


“All right,” she breathed at last. “Maybe it’s a game, but all right, Paul, I’ll play it with you.” She paused to organize things in her mind, and began to speak in clipped, businesslike sentences. “My name is Sally Wong. I work for North-Air. I’m the girl behind the counter in the ticket office. We met about six months ago, right after you’d moved to Seattle, I believe. You’d driven up here to take some pictures at a local bird sanctuary. Afterwards you hired a plane from us to take you to a lake up north where you camped for several days photographing some rare ducks or something. We picked you up on schedule. You seemed to like your pilot, Herb Walters. After that, you did all your flying with us. At the time, Herb and I… well, he was in love with me and I couldn’t make up my mind. Then you and I began to…” She stopped, and made a small, helpless gesture. “You can fill in the blanks for yourself, can’t you? It was… very nice for a while. Finally you met another girl on a job you were doing for a magazine. Maybe I’d started taking things a bit too seriously for you. Anyway, it was not a very good scene as the kids say nowadays. Luckily for me, there was big, strong, loyal Herb waiting patiently for me to come to my silly senses…” She shrugged her small shoulders inside the neat tweed jacket. “That’s it, Mr. Amnesia. I hope it helps. We Wongs are known for our fine humanitarian impulses.”


She turned sharply and hurried to the door.


“Miss Wong.” Since I didn’t remember her at all, I didn’t feel entitled to call her Sally, no matter how well we’d known each other once.


“Yes?” she said, pausing with her hand on the knob.


“Thanks.”


She threw a quick look my way. I was disturbed to see that her eyes were wet. She opened the door and was gone. After a while I got out of bed. My legs were still moderately feeble, but they didn’t collapse under my weight; after all, I’d been making the brave journey to the john for several days. I stood in front of the dresser and took stock, seeing a tall, skinny character in wrinkled pajamas with a neat white bandage on his head. The guy, Madden or Helm or whoever the hell he might be didn’t look like much of a lady-killer, but I guess you never can tell.


That night I dreamed about my boyhood. Awakening in the dark, with the hospital silent around me, I realized it hadn’t been a dream at all. At least I didn’t think it had, although the images started receding and disintegrating when I tried to call them back and study them for details. Still trying, I went back to sleep.
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