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      For the Littles.

      There is still fur in my keyboard.
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      The man twists a ring on his left ring finger. Deflated as a three-day-old balloon, he sits with a bag of clothes in his lap. He is relatively handsome with smooth brown hair, scruff on a sharp jaw, and thin lips. Deep lines streak his forehead, and exhaustion has left bruises underneath his eyes. I’m told that his name is Charlie Leason, and we have been married for nine years. I’ve tried to remember him but instead I keep landing on a memory of a thirteen-year-old Fred Something and his tongue lapping at my neck as if I were a popsicle.

      I’m a Mrs. I spare a glance at my ringless left hand and see a withered pale mark on my ring finger. There’s my proof. I wonder if they had to cut the rings when I was brought in; I wonder how large the diamonds are.

      Charlie has brought me clothes to leave in. Stepping away from him, I go into the hospital room’s en-suite bathroom. He offers to help—to my horror—but I can’t even respond.

      Harsh lights do me no favors. The reflection in the mirror is me, but it doesn’t feel like it. A short unevenly chopped bob in an almost gray shade of brown falls into my face. I’m not pretty, but I have an interesting face. I run my fingers along my cheek to feel smooth skin save a few creases that speak of an age I only know because Dr. Carrigan told me. My eyes are almost too round but sit a pleasant distance apart above my dollop of a nose. A bruise like bad makeup surrounds my right bloodshot eye. And even compared to Charlie, I’ve got no real lips to speak of.

      As I undress, I notice that my ribcage is the mottled colors of death. After two days in a coma, some of the redness has ebbed away.

      Unpacking the bag of clothes is almost shocking. I wonder if this is what I wear everyday. The style doesn’t suit me. The polka-dotted, junior panties are stained and sad, as if Charlie and I don’t have sex. Ill-fitting linen pants and a blue cotton tank top are straight out of the June catalog of Cult-Wear For Less. At least putting them on doesn’t hurt as bad as I’d anticipated changing would.

      When I step out of the bathroom, in ballet flats and my embarrassing outfit, I ask, “Is this what I wear all the time?”

      Charlie stands from the pilled gray chair he was slouching in when I went to change—it made him look chubby. I can’t believe I haven’t already fixed his posture like my mother did for me. His eyes are filled with amusement; I’m glad he thinks this is funny. “No, of course not. You’ve always done things differently… Like, you wear summer dresses in the dead of winter, or you’ll wear your expensive sweaters when the rest of us are sweating. Oh, and you love hats. But, God forbid, it’s slouchy—you have railed against many women on TV for that. They look dumpy, you say. And you love scarves. Once, you even told me that scarves were like⁠—”

      I hold my hand up. “No. No memories.” I remember lots of things. I have complicated divorced parents and a cousin I see once a year when she stops by for a concert. I just can’t remember this man. Right now, I’m not sure I’m ready. What did Dr. Carrigan say about trying to get memories back? I can’t remember. Did she even tell me, or did she just tell Charlie?

      “Of course, Harper.”

      I still. I don’t go by Harper. Before I can think about how Charlie will feel when I tell him to call me by my real name—which he clearly doesn’t, I rip the bandaid off. “Call me Olive.” His face reddens as if I’ve slapped him. I almost said Olive Parker, but that’s my maiden name; I’ve never been so happy that I held my tongue. “Please.”

      “You haven’t gone by that since—” He stops himself. Tick, tick, tick. The wall clock is loud. Charlie grabs the bag of my possessions from the world’s most uncomfortable mattress and motions to the door like a waiter. “After you, Olive.”

      As I pass him, I have the urge to straighten the lopsided collar on his burgundy button-up. I only refrain because I can’t recall his middle name.

      

      Though he’s driving, Charlie’s watching me. His awareness of me is unsettling. Is this our norm—his keeping an eye on me, knowing when I stretch, when I yawn? It’s familiar, so I assume yes. Maybe it’s a sexual thing. In close proximity to him, his scent fills me with need; I fidget with the air vents to avoid tugging at my dampening cotton underwear.

      An image flashes into my brain.

      Charlie’s teeth are nipping at my inner thigh. My breathing hitches. I grab his hair and pull his face up to me.

      “Inside me. Now,” I demand. My body is slick with sweat from hours of foreplay.

      His face crashes into mine, and his mouth tastes like me. Soon, there is nothing left but his skin and mine.

      “You too warm?” His soothing voice slices through the visceral memory. Since he’s watching, I just nod. My flushed face has nothing to do with the temperature.

      “Sorry, I should have warned you.”

      Cold water runs through my veins, and the pain in my rib flares as I tense. “Warned me? About what?”

      “That we live in The Outskirts, which is a little far away. I mean, it’s great, despite the hour commute.”

      “You drive an hour to work.” I meant to pose it as a question. I shift, and a shiver runs up my spine. My underwear threaten to ride further up. Choosing not to talk, in case it comes out breathy, I leave my question as a statement and hope he fills in my blanks.

      Gripping the wheel so tightly that his fingers pop and crackle, he makes a sad sound that could be a sigh or an attempt at a chuckle. “Yes, we decided the house was worth it.” He lists off reasons that may be on a brochure, and I realize as venom leaks into his voice that these must have been things I said once upon a time. Every word he says sounds like a sales pitch.

      His negativity kills my arousal, which is for the best. “Ah,” I say, hoping I wasn’t cutting him off. I twist to face him for the first time since we got in the car fifteen minutes ago. “Has it been worth it?”

      “Not in the slightest. The main thing is that we haven’t traveled like we used to. We ju—I don’t want to trigger anything until you’re ready,” Charlie added quickly.

      "Thank you for respecting that."

      His eyes go wide for a moment before he rubs at the facial hair under his nose, which is slightly touching his upper lip. “Of course, Harps—sorry—Olive.”

      “Harps? You call me Harps?”

      He nods and laughs. “And you call me Chaplan.”

      “We sound like a ridiculous couple on television.” I huff. I'm angry my marriage is lost to me. Something about nicknames makes us more concrete—more than nine years of marriage, more than a house he bought for me, more than the flashes of us I’m getting back.

      The car’s blinker annoys me. It makes an odd buzzing sound after it ticks. Charlie turns left at the light, and we drive in silence for a while. Maybe five minutes. Maybe ten. The ache in my back is more noticeable in the quiet, and the whiplash is pushing past the drugs the hospital gave me.

      “You saw a movie with your girlfriends, not that I can remember which one or which friends, but you did. When you came home you said we needed to open a bottle of wine and decide on cute names to call each other—‘babe’ and ‘hon’ wouldn’t work anymore. We’d been married for almost two years by then. You’d gone through ten or more before you landed on ‘Chaplan’, and you haven’t called me by my name anytime except during se—” He made a choking sound. “If one day you want a new nickname, we can look into it. Damnit. I’m sorry. I just agreed to no memory lane, and then I go on.”

      “I don’t like Chaplan,” I say without hesitation. “I’m going to call you Charlie for now.”

      He is a broken record, as he says what I assume is his version of “yes, dear”. Broad shoulders hunch, and he slouches. I feel like a… a hurricane—unexpected and leaving devastation in my wake. I don’t like that it hurts him, but amnesia isn’t a choice. If it were, I’d pick option 2 or letter B, or C—sometimes you just have to go with C.

      Charlie can’t actually expect everything to be normal.

      As we get on to yet another highway, the silence makes my ears ring. When I speak, my voice comes out high and nasally. “What am I about to walk into?”

      I hadn’t noticed him tense until I saw him relax. The tension eases, and Charlie says, “A regular house with multiple rooms, a kitchen, a big living room, a studio space on the second floor that’s all yours.”

      “I don’t remember.” The good or the bad. I’ve forgotten everything important.

      “You will. There are three things I know you’ll remember: yourself, me, and your art.” Art?

      My eyes sting and heat up. “How can you be so sure?”

      His voice drops to an almost ghost story level. “You and I have been all-consuming from the day we met.”

      It’s an odd word choice, so I assume it’s just another thing I don’t understand—won’t understand yet—and maybe I never will.

      “And as for your encaustics—” he continues. “—they are how you express everything: love, loss, hate, friendship, happiness, frustration, excitement—you name it, you create it. When you feel up to it, maybe that would be a good way to remember things on your own terms. You could go upstairs and revisit some of your old work? Or just sit in front of a blank canvas. That used to help you purge emotions and jog memories—even things like remembering the grocery list.”

      I think I nod, trying to sound amenable and not like I think it’s a quack of an idea. Being mean to Charlie won’t get me anywhere. He is my husband.

      Seemingly done conversing, he turns on the radio. A vaguely familiar song plays. As if it’s the sound is someone calling my name from far off in the distance, I want to rush towards them, but I know I won’t make it in time. The moment, the voice, the memory is gone with the song’s last refrain.

      “You okay?” he asks, as if it wasn’t his fault the radio was triggering.

      I thought I wanted to let everything happen naturally, but this feels itchy in my head. “I just keep thinking I’m remembering something, then it disappears like smoke. Or worse, I only get part of it.” The taste of ash fills my mouth. “Am I a smoker? Wait… No, tell me. I know I said I didn’t want to know, but maybe just a little.”

      Charlie isn’t surprised by the question. “You were in college. Well, stupid clove cigarettes. But I told you I wouldn’t kiss you unless you brushed your teeth after you smoked so you quit. You’ve thanked me numerous times since then because our house smells more like the ocean than cloves or cigarettes.”

      “The ocean?” I recall that my parents raised me to believe oceans were filled with ferocious creatures, and beaches were for sluts on display. I never believed that, but I can’t imagine wanting the scent around all the time.

      “We’ve lived on a few beaches. I’m a photographer, and I have an affinity for photographing water and exotic places.” Seriously?

      “Which beaches?”

      “We lived in Lima, Peru for a six months right after we got married in 2010. Our favorite beach, Playa Tamborero, was a bit of a drive. We both got tired of having to drive just to relax. We moved back to the states, and lived in the Outer Banks in North Carolina. You love lighthouses, so you were in heaven—until you weren’t, until we weren’t. So we moved…”

      His words become background noise to a moment from our past when a strong and chilly wind whipped my shoulder length hair into my eyes until I looked like I was crying.

      I told Charlie that I wanted to go home. “I’m tired and cold and miserable.”

      He shouted at me then. “This is your fault. You asked for this—again. So here we are, Harps. Here we fucking are. So go climb your goddamned lighthouse, and let me take some photographs so it won’t be a complete waste of a trip.”

      The sky was grey and stormy above him, and loud, violent waves crashed behind him. It could have been a painting of a man on the edge or a seaman getting ready to go to his death.

      Shaking hands dropped to my sides then, and the tears that fell have had nothing to do with my watering eyes. “Chaplan, I’m sorry. We can go.” I shivered, and the cold gnawed at my bones. “This was a mistake. I’m so sorry.”

      He pushed me, and I stumbled back. “Don’t you dare make yourself the victim, Harper,” he snapped, rage in his eyes. “Do what you want; I’ll be back in an hour.” Though no one was on the beach, and no one was near the lighthouse, I felt embarrassed and exposed.

      I sunk into the sand and sobs wracked my ribs as Charlie stormed off with his camera and tripod. He loves that thing more than he loves me. That’s why this happens, I thought. He’d never break his camera.

      Holy hell. Charlie had been dangerous in that moment, I’m almost sure. I consider jumping from the car; we’re going slow enough that it wouldn’t do much more damage to my body than has already been done.

      “We live just up here.” His brow cinches as we drive around a bend. “That’s where it happened,” he says and points to a bent guardrail.

      “How did it happen? Was I drunk?”

      Charlie pulls down a compartment above the rear view mirror and punches the garage door opener. “Let that come when it comes.” This he won’t tell me? Odd.

      The methodical speed of the door slows time. I picture Harper—a me who isn’t me—sitting behind the wheel waiting to leave. She’s rushed. When the door is high enough that the car can clear, she speeds forward and whips to the left. She doesn’t look for traffic on the sleepy road and doesn’t remember the sharp turn.

      When I blink, I’m back in the car with Charlie. He knows what really happened that day. Until I convince him to tell me or I remember, I’ll just have holes and a husband with stories to tell.

      “How are you doing?” he asks when the car is parked in the left bay of the garage.

      My body aches, I almost say. Instead, I nod.

      “So the alarm code is 1012 for October 12, 2002: our first date. Just thought you should know,” Charlie says, shrugging.

      Charlie and Harper seem like saps, a sweet married couple who are so nostalgic they still remember the day of their first date after almost eleven years. So whose memory just hit me like a truck? What alternative universe version of Harper and Charlie were on the beach screaming at each other?

      Couples fight, I remind myself. My parents fought like that, and everyone knows how that turned out. Charlie and I are still married, though. So we must be good; we must be happy.

      I say something like cool or okay. He smiles and reaches for me but pulls his hand back as I curl into myself. He misconstrued my acknowledgment for affection. Hiding his hurt, he slides out of the car and heads towards the door.

      I glance around, not getting out yet. Through the rolled up car windows, I see tools, a kayak, skis. Pieces of my life with Charlie are in boxes and displayed on walls for me to unpack when I’m ready. Those skis are mine; my gut says so. I’m pretty sure the kayak is his—maybe ours. My memories will definitely come back. I’ll make damn sure of that. I’m okay. Or at least, I will be. I just need to tear my life to the studs to figure out which nails are missing.
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      I wince as I open the door for Harper, attempting to anticipate which stormy version of my wife I’ll get next—memory or no. A dish out of place and Hurricane Harper could blow the house down. Could I get lucky and get Sunny Harper? Or will I see Monsoon Harper, sobbing over the lack of something she’d never even told me she wanted? Who will Amnesia Harper be? Oh right, she’s Olive now.

      Her shoes squeak as they step onto the just-mopped kitchen floor. The faux stone still looks dirty, but that’s the design she chose.

      Everything about her is different right now—bruised face, curious eyes, wearing clothes she complained about having to buy when the airport lost our luggage on the way back to the states years ago. It’s all so inauthentic—even if the clothes are my doing. Olive is a made-up version of Harper; she’s a perfect escape from the truth about their lives. Faking amnesia is the smartest thing my wife has ever done. I see it now, though I believed her at first. The wide eyes and scared bunny routine is transparent.

      Harper doesn’t want to face what she’s done.

      “Is there anything to eat?” she asks. “Hospital food is crap.”
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