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        Please don’t confront me with my regrets…

        I have not forgotten
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      SEPTEMBER 23, 2018 – SYRACUSE, NEW YORK

      Have you ever wondered how you ended up where you are, and then wished you could have a do-over? I wonder about that a lot these days. Like, how did my life end up taking a sharp right turn into the dumpster? How did I go from having a successful career, a wife, a nice house in the burbs, a family and all the trappings of the American life, to an unemployed divorcé living in a one-bedroom apartment, existing on a dwindling 401K? What I had left over after the divorce should’ve been plenty but I lost most of it gambling on a real estate investment that tanked.
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      I look over at the picture of my kids on the dresser. My wife took it during a camping trip in the Adirondacks two years before we split. It was late September and the trees were turning gold and orange under a bright blue sky across the lake. Crystal and Ted are sitting on the dock in front of our rental cabin with their feet dangling in the water. Seventh Lake, I believe it was. These days, my memory doesn’t serve me so well. Maybe it’s because I’m trying to forget: to un-live the pain of losing everything because I wasn’t paying attention to the things that mattered, like my wife and kids. Not to mention being an asshole when she finally had enough of being ignored and left me. I tried to convince myself I didn’t deserve the raking over I got, it’s not like I was cheating on her— unless you want to call spending all my time and energy on my job “cheating.”

      Although she doesn’t say so, I know my daughter blames me too. Nothing mattered but my job. It was all about me, climbing up the ladder, being someone. Well, I’m nobody now. My son avoids talking about my fuck-up at all costs. To be honest so do I, but every now and again, like right now, I go there. It hardly seems possible Tiffany walked out on me three years ago. That was the beginning of my life going off the rails.

      I finish my first cup of coffee and set it in the sink. I have an interview this afternoon at a small architectural firm specializing in historical renovations, which is a far cry from the multidisciplinary firm where I led twenty architects and interns in the architectural healthcare division. The pay I’m looking at with this little firm is also a quarter of what I made two years ago. In other words, I’m scraping near the bottom, and the prospective employers know it.

      It’s an odd thing being over-qualified in the job market. People are suspicious of why you’re looking at them for employment. What happened, Mr. Big-Time Architect that you’re suddenly on the market? And why in God’s name are you looking at us? How do you answer that without looking desperate? What’s more, how do you frame being let go because of a downturn in healthcare expansion when the truth is you were let go because you got too big for your shoes, thinking you were indispensable. It’s a tricky balancing act getting around all that, and one I’m running out of time learning how to do.

      Well, I better figure it out quick. I grab my shower and throw a pair of slacks and a cream-colored sweater on the bed. Not too dressy. I don’t want to look like F. Lee Bailey heading to court. On the other hand, I don’t want to give the impression I’m Steve Jobs strutting in with a cavalier attitude, either. I tilt my head back and forth, debating on a button-down shirt, and then decide to stay with my first choice. Another thing I’m debating is getting out of the apartment and heading across town for coffee and breakfast with a couple of regulars before running my errands. Be with people and take the edge off things. I’d planned on skipping that today because of the interview, but maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad idea after all.

      A half hour later, I’m locking up. It’s a cool September morning, but the sun is out and the weatherman calls for a high in the mid-seventies. I hoof it across the lot to my late model Chevy Cruz. It’s not a bad car for a blue-collar worker, but it doesn’t work for me. I’m a Lexus guy, Corinthian leather and style. But the Cruz is what I’m stuck with. (Yeah, I know, poor old me!) What’s worse is it needs a set of tires I don’t have the money for right now. I throw my laptop in the front seat, fold myself into a pretzel and get in.

      I’m a good size guy these days, and I can stand to lose twenty or thirty pounds. If I don’t find a job pretty soon, I might end up doing it the hard way. I should probably stop smoking, too. I’d quit after I got married to Tiffany, then like an idiot I took it back up after she split.

      Lighting up, I bring the window down and I’m off with the radio humming. I’ve downgraded to listening to country music these days and a little rock and roll. The symphony isn’t in my budget and I can’t bear to hear good music piped though cheap speakers. I’ve also downgraded to Panera because I can’t afford the country club for coffee and crepes.

      When I arrive at Panera the lot is stuffed with cars. I find a spot in the adjacent lot and hike to the front door. It’s buzzing inside from the morning breakfast crowd. I glance around looking for John and Mike. When I see them over by the window, I zigzag my way over to them. Both men are retired. John is a former environmental engineer and Mike, a civil engineer. They look up as I come to their table.

      “Gentlemen,” I say.

      “Hey, we wondered where you were,” Mike says.

      John gives me the once up and down, then grins and says, “Teatime at the country club today?”

      I want to smack him, but I smirk instead, “Yeah, hanging with the big boys and all.” The sad thing is I used to be one of them. “I’m going for coffee. You guys want anything?” (I don’t really want to buy a round, but you have to keep up appearances.)

      “No, we’re good,” they say.

      I wend my way through the coming and going patrons, find my place in line, and when I get to the clerk I order a cinnamon roll and a cup of black coffee. On my way back, I catch a whiff of citrus with a heady scent. I know that fragrance, but from where? I stop and breathe it in, delighting in its tang, and sweep my gaze over the room, tracking it like a bloodhound. Wherever it came from, it’s gone a minute later and I’m left trying to puzzle out whom I might’ve known that once wore it. I make my way back to Mike and John, who are discussing the Orangemen’s upcoming game this Saturday. Fifteen minutes later I catch the scent again.

      I look up, and walking past me in all her blessed, blazon glory is Monica Taratoni. Bingo! I haven’t seen her in years. We were a couple once. I don’t know if you could say we were in love, but we were certainly an item. The memories of her sweet smile and the way she made me feel like I was the catch of a lifetime suddenly come rushing back as if it was just yesterday.

      I watch her take a seat at a table not far away. She’s wearing a pretty light blue sundress with spaghetti straps that accentuate her hourglass figure. For a woman in her fifties, she looks outstanding. Her light cocoa complexion is smooth as silk, and more than likely soft as butter. She wears her dark hair shorter these days, and it frames her flawless heart-shaped face perfectly. She takes a sip of her drink, draws a lock of hair over her ear, and stares down at her phone though stylish dark-framed glasses.

      I half listen to Mike and John, who are engaged in an argument over who should start tonight’s game. As they babble and quibble for the next forty minutes, I furtively glance back at Monica. She appears to be alone. I wonder what I would say if she saw me. What do you say to a woman who rocked your world so long ago?

      I take another sip of coffee, and I’m going down memory lane. The last time I saw her was at the State Fair in ’85. We’d broken up a couple of months earlier, if you want to call it that. More like I just stopped calling her. Why I stopped, I couldn’t begin to tell you, except it might’ve had to do with her hinting at wanting more and me being too scared (and stupid) to take her up on it. I’d convinced myself we were going in different directions. Funny how that is with me: drifting away from people. At the time, my buddy Robbie said we were just two well-built ships that dropped anchor for a couple years on our way to different ports. Hopefully, her port turned out better than mine.

      “Hey, Alan, what do you say?” Mike asks.

      I startle and look up. They’re both staring at me, waiting for me to break the tie in their argument. I shrug. I didn’t hear half of what they said but I assume they’re talking about Eric Dungey, the Orangemen’s quarterback. “I suppose he’d do all right. But he’s not the most mobile guy on the field. He a moving target, and Pitt knows it.”

      “Not him, the guy running for city council. Keep up,” John says.

      I’m a Republican, moderate conservative, and I try hard not to get involved in political arguments. I’m not in the mood for getting between two guys trying to swing me to their side, but I answer anyway. “Oh, him. Not a fan, really. Too far to the left for my taste.”

      “See, I told you,” John says to Mike.

      “Ahh, come on,” Mike snorts. He turns back to me. “What’s so far-left about him?”

      Suddenly I have to get out of here. I’m not good with awkward moments, and I’m not interested in Monica seeing how far I’ve slid down the social ladder. “Another time,” I say, and pick my plate up.

      John says, “You heading out already?”

      “I think so. Errands. Next week?”

      They nod. “Have a good one,” Mike says, but I know he’s chafing over my dismissing his question.

      I glance over at Monica again as I head toward the front door. She’s on her phone now and there’s a delightful giggle coming from her. I used to make her laugh like that once upon a time. I need to stop thinking about her but damn it, the memories keep rolling in.

      After I drop my plate off at the dish depository, I head outside for my car and ten minutes later I’m heading to my errands, doing sixty-three in a sixty-five. I’m in no hurry these days. I get where I need to be when I get there, unlike most people who buzz past me. I light up another cig and bring the window down a crack as Chris Stapleton belts out “Millionaire,” which is rather ironic considering where my life is right now. As I listen, a vision of Monica flashes in front of me. I think of her smooth skin against mine as a clunky old garbage truck blowing a tail of black diesel pulls onto the highway ahead. I move over to the left lane and put my foot to the pedal to pass it before the damned thing gases me out. I’m just about clear of the truck and ready to pull back into the right lane when, thunk! The wheel jerks out of my hand, and I’m thinking: Oh, oh! This isn’t going to be good.

      A moment later, I’m a hood ornament, then airborne, rolling over and over. Screeching metal and shattering glass scream in my ears, then pop, pop, pop, a loud crack and blinding pain at the base of my neck. Blackness pours in and I’m in oblivion.
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      SEPTEMBER 23, 1985 – SYRACUSE, NEW YORK

      (31 YEARS AGO)

      When I come to, I’m in bed, and the sunshine is raining in through the window beside me. I have no idea how I got here. The last thing I remember was driving down Route 690 to run errands before my interview. I blink at the ceiling and catch a familiar citrusy scent in the air, breathing it in. I turn my head, and close beside me is a sleeping woman with her back to me. The sheet is pulled down over her naked shoulder. My heart thumps and I sit up to find I’m naked. Not only that, I’ve lost weight. A lot of it! I’m also hard. Morning wood, my doctor would call it. What the hell? Where am I, and who’s this woman next to me?

      I stare down at her as she stirs, then see her turn over. Her eyes flutter open. I know those eyes, that perfect face. She reaches over, flashes me a coquettish smile.

      “Someone’s up,” she says.

      Am I dreaming? I must be, except if I’m dreaming, why does everything seem so real? There’s a million questions bouncing around in my head. I look at the broad cherry dresser with a beveled mirror across the room and get the sensation I’ve been here before. What’s more, the reflection of the dark-haired, twenty-something guy makes me shudder. Jesus!

      She says, “Something the matter?”

      I turn to her. She’s gazing up at me with those dreamy eyes, and I’m of divided mind as I look down at her. I’m dreaming. Just go with it. “No, nothing,” I reply haltingly. “Just surprised.”

      “Well, get over here and surprise me,” she says.

      She stretches her arms over her head. I don’t need another invitation. I lean over her, cupping her ample breasts that rise to my hand. Her large sweet nipples are begging for my lips.

      When I take one into my mouth, I hear her gasp and kick the sheet away. A moment later, her fingers are in my hair, raking through it, then pushing me down, lower and lower until she has me right where she wants me. I close my eyes and breathe her in. She is tang and salt with a hint of lemon spice. Her long, supple legs wrap around my back and her ankles lock me in. My fingers roam up her body as my mouth descends on her, drinking in her wetness. Her body ripples, rises up when my tongue finds the spot she loves, and a low guttural moan fills the silence.

      Up and down I tease her, then swirl around it. Her fingers clutch my head and grind me into her, urgent and needing, faster and faster. “Oh, God, don’t stop, don’t stop,” she rasps, panting. “To the right, yeah, little more, little more and up…yeah, right there, right fucking there. Oh, my God…oh, my God! Jesus! Fuck!” Her body stiffens and suddenly she gushes.

      At last her breathing settles. “Okay…okay,” she says at last. I hear her let out a sigh and she nudges my head away. “Oh, my God, the things you do to me, Baby.” She lets go of the leg lock around my back and tugs on my arms, egging me forward on top of her. Her legs swing up around my waist and over my shoulders. The look in her eyes is hungry, anticipating, and needful. “Fill me. Fill me, Baby. Do me like you do.”

      I haven’t had a dream like this in a long time and I’m praying to God I don’t wake up. She reaches down between my legs, swipes the tip of me back and forth over her, then aims me in. I plunge deep. Feel her squeeze me as I slide in. Her hands palm my shoulders and a second later we’re riding a wave, cresting back and forth. As my rhythm speeds up, her fingers tighten and nails dig in. Our gazes lock. Her mouth gapes. The lips I want to kiss beg me, and I lean forward and crush my mouth over her, dancing my tongue around hers as the surging release builds in my body, climbing, climbing to the surface. With one last deep stroke, I ram myself in and shudder. As I hold her tight, I don’t want it to end. I want this moment to burn into my brain so I can go back to it again and again in my dreams.

      Finally I roll over, breathless, and close my eyes to wait for the inevitable waking into the real world. I’m just beginning to drift off when I hear the buzz of the alarm clock. When I open my eyes to reach over and turn it off, she’s still there. Huh? What the fuck? Is this a dream within a dream?

      She smiles and reaches over me, gives me a peck on the cheek. “Well, that worked out, didn’t it?” she says and gives me a peck on the cheek. “Heading to the shower now. You’re not due into class until 9:00, right?”

      I shut my eyes tight and open them again just to make sure I’m not imagining this.

      “Hello…Alan,” she says, getting out of bed. “I know I just rocked your world, but it’s 6:30. Our son needs to be at the bus stop in an hour, and you know how he is in the morning.”

      Our son?

      Nothing’s making sense. I watch her pick her robe up and head for the door, and for the second time, I see a reflection in the mirror that makes my breath catch. I stare at it, trying to comprehend the image of the young man staring back, the man I used to know pretty damned well thirty-two years ago. My long hair is brushing my shoulders, and I have a mustache that I haven’t had since I was thirty. I blink, then look again and I’m still here, still the same. I hear the shower turn on in the next room, and with it, Monica calling out to get our son up and ready for school. The words ricochet in my head. Wait…Ted? What about Crystal? But Tiffany’s their mother. What the fuck is going on? More than that, how did I get here?

      The bedroom door pushes back and she’s standing there in all her naked glory, looking at me with a what-are-you-doing, come-on expression. “Alan, your son… Tommy, get him up for school.”

      Tommy? I don’t have a son named Tommy. Wake up, man!

      “Alan?”

      “Ah…right,” I stutter, trying to get my bearings. Nothing is making sense and my brain is spinning.

      I get up dazed and confused. She looks at me as if to say, What the hell’s wrong with you? “I need to be downtown at eight for grand rounds, remember? Hello…Go get him up, and don’t forget to pack him a lunch.”

      I try to act normal. As if! There are so many questions buzzing around in my addled brain demanding answers. I can’t think straight. Finally, I clear my throat “Umm…yeah, I’m on it.”

      “Good,” she says, then flashes me a smile before dashing back into the bathroom.

      I grab a robe I assume is mine, then head into the short hallway lined with family pictures. The boy in them is around five or six, and he has an elven-shaped face framed with wavy soft brown hair. His mother’s vibrant brown eyes peer back at me from under his bangs. He has my Roman nose, her olive complexion and full lips. My son? I’m having a hard time here; nothing is connecting. Then I see a picture of Monica and me. My arms are around this woman from my distant past: a woman I assume is my wife now. I shudder, trying to take this all in as I straggle down the hall in a stupor to a door I believe goes into his room.

      Hesitant, I open it and look in. He’s lying in bed under a Star Wars blanket with his back to me. For a moment, I stand watching him sleep, seeing the stuffed dog peeking over his shoulder, until a terrifying thought slams into me. If this is real, then Ted and Crystal are… My breath catches, and with it, a prickling electric current runs through my arms and down my legs.

      Oh, God! No!

      I’m grounded to the floor outside the boy’s room as the shower in the bathroom down the hall turns off with a thunk. A moment later I hear feet treading to the bedroom behind me. A second later, the murmur of music comes down the hall. But my mind is far away, trying to deal with the enormity of what I’m beginning to realize. If this is really happening, then my whole life has been swept away.

      “How’s it coming in there? Sounds pretty quiet, ” Monica calls from down the hall.

      Her voice startles me out of my miasma. I go into the boy’s room like a robot and kick away the minefield of blue, yellow, and red Legos on the floor beside his bed. But when I reach out to wake him, an image of Ted flashes before me. My hand dashes back, shaking, afraid to feel the solidity of this child that will confirm the fear raging inside me.

      I clench my hand and open it, then do it again, then lay my hand on his shoulder. The warmth of his body radiates up my arm, stripping away my last hope of this being a dream. Drawing my hand back, I rake my fingers through my hair. This is really real! Holy fucking shit! I try to breathe as my ears ring. Closing my eyes, I wait for my stomach to stop rolling. What did Monica say his name was? Todd, Tommy?

      I reach down and nudge his shoulder. “Hey, buddy, time to get up for school,” I say with a measured, trembling tone.

      He shrugs and lets out a whimpering whine.

      “Come on. Up and at ’em.”

      The boy turns onto his back, rubbing his eyes, then kicks at the blanket. “I don’t feel good, Padre. Can I stay home?”

      The word, “padre” clangs in my ears and it takes a minute for me to figure it out. “Where don’t you feel good?”

      “My throat. It’s sore.”

      I have no idea what I’m supposed to be doing here. “Monica,” I call out.

      “Madre’s still home?” he says, his eyes widening. He’s trying to play me. The father gene in me suddenly kicks in, overriding my muddled mind.

      “What?” she says from down the hall.

      “He’s complaining of a sore throat,” I say as I frown down at him. “And yeah, she is.”

      “Tommy, are you sure?” Monica says, coming to the door. Tommy, that’s right. She’s wrapped in a towel and her pointed gaze is fixed on him. “You know I can find out if you’re fibbing, right?”

      Tommy purses his lips, and the jig is up.

      “I thought so,” Monica says. “You’ll be fine. Besides, you’ll be seeing Adam later, remember?”

      As the reminder hits the boy, a shy crooked smile slides over his face. “Oh, I forgot.”

      “Oh, I’m sure you did!” Monica echoes, then looks to me. “I gotta finish up here. You good?”

      “We’re fine,” I answer as I watch Tommy. When she leaves, I wag my finger at him. Even though I’m grasping at straws here, I don’t appreciate his trying to put one over on me. “Come on, up you go!”

      I pull the blanket down and he crawls out. He’s wearing Star Wars PJs, and between them and the blanket I’m fairly sure I know where one of his interests lies. I find my way over to his chest of drawers and pick out a pair of socks and a set of undies and toss them on the bed. A pair of jeans and a pullover follows from the next drawer down.

      “Not that shirt. I want the R2-D2 shirt,” he says, peeling off his PJs.

      I sigh, rifle through the drawer, and dig out what I think he wants. “This one?” I ask, turning back and holding it up. When he nods, I toss it to him. “Get dressed. I’m going down to make breakfast.” What does Monica feed him in the morning? I have no clue nor do I know where anything is in this house. I’m hoping it’s cereal. “What do you want?”

      He steps into his undies and pulls them up, turning a curious gaze up at me. “Pancakes?”

      “We don’t have time for that,” I answer. And God knows I couldn’t make pancakes if my life depended on it. “Maybe next time.” When your mother’s home.

      His sudden hopeful expression melts away as Monica comes back to the door. She’s changed into olive-green hospital scrubs, and her hair is pinned back. There’s also a large pair of dark-rimmed glasses drawing out her brown eyes, magnifying them, making them even more alluring, if that’s possible.

      “I’m off, and you guys better hurry. Clock’s ticking,” she says to both of us, then opens her arms, inviting Tommy in for a hug. “Be a good boy today, okay?” she says, embracing him. “Madre’s gonna stop at Pizza Hut on the way home tonight. You want your favorite, cheese and pepperoni?”

      “With thick crust, too?”

      “Thick crust…you got it.” She straightens and gives me a peck on the cheek. “Don’t forget Tommy’s going over to Brianna’s after school, so you’re picking him up there.”

      “Right,” I say, having no earthly idea where this Brianna lives. For that matter, I don’t even know where I live.

      “Have a good day,” she says, and runs out.

      Yeah, right…a good day indeed. “You, too,” I echo, wondering how the hell I’m going to get through this day without losing my mind.
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      SEPTEMBER 23, 1985— SYRACUSE, NEW YORK

      Well, I’ve gotten Tommy off to school. It was fortunate he knew where the bus stop was. I just followed him to it. I’ve also figured out where I’m living, which happens to be in North Syracuse, just off Route 11. Having grown up in Syracuse, I’m familiar with this side of town, and the more I think of it, I spent considerable time here as a young guy. I’m still reeling though. My whole life has been hijacked and I’ve been plopped down in a world I don’t remember with a ready-made family. I can’t deny I’m not disappointed being married to Monica. I just want my son and daughter from my other world here with me.

      I walk back to the house, scratching my head trying to fit the pieces together, except there’s nothing to fit together. Everything that’s happened to me in this life before I woke up this morning is a blank canvas. Like this raised ranch house at the end of the cul-de-sac. It’s well cared for, nice yard out front, though it’s nothing I’d ever consider living in. Then I remind myself I just came from a one-bedroom hole in the wall apartment. But that’s not important right now. What is important is that I don’t remember moving here, getting married to Monica, Tommy’s birth, where I went to school, or the friends I undoubtedly have, none of it! And then, there’s the life I’ve been ripped away from. My thoughts swing back to that life I left behind. If I’m here for good, then Crystal and Ted haven’t been born yet. For that matter, I haven’t met Tiff or have I? Which means what—that I may never meet her, and that Crystal and Ted will never be born?

      These thoughts are too big for me. Then again, everything right now is too big for me. I stumble back into the house, my mind spinning, trying to figure out where to go from here. I’ve never felt more paralyzed in indecision than I am right now, which is weird because in my other life I dealt with difficult decisions all the time in my career. It’s like I’m swimming in molasses.

      The phone rings, and I reach in my pocket for it. It isn’t there. Right, it’s like thirty years ago—no cell phones yet. I get up and follow the ringing into the kitchen, but as I’m about to pick up the receiver, I hesitate. I have no idea who it might be, but what if it’s important? I close my eyes, hoping to hell I can stumble through whatever conversation I’m about to have, then answer.

      “Hey Alan, can you swing by and pick me up for class? My ride shit the bed this morning.”

      I have no idea who this is, and I’m lost on how to answer him. “Umm…yeah, sure.” (I know. What’re you thinking numb nuts? But what would you do if you were in my shoes?) I debate asking the obvious question, but there’s no way around it. “Who’s this?”

      He chuckles on the other end. “Really? You’re kidding, right?”

      I roll my eyes, feeling like an idiot. Christ. “No, I’m not.”

      Silence comes back, then at last, “It’s Robbie. You all right, man? You sound like you’re tripping.”

      You have no idea. “Oh, Robbie, yeah.” I wonder if this is the Robbie I used to know back in the day. “Sorry. Just got up. Had a long night with the books.” (Right! Another brilliant, bullshit answer, and yes, I’ll be making a lot of them in the near future. You got a problem with that?)

      “Me too. So, see you in twenty?”

      “I’ll be there.” I scramble around, searching the counters, hoping to find an address book, anything that’ll give me a clue as to where Robbie lives.

      “Okay, see you then. And thanks, you’re the boss.”

      “Yeah, no problem.” The line goes dead, and now I’m in a bind. I rifle through the kitchen drawers, and I’m just about ready to give up when I see a little pink book stuffed under a pile of mail on the counter. Snatching it, I leaf through the pages searching for Robbie’s name, praying it’s in here, and also that there’s an addy and a number for him.

      When I find Robbie’s name, I relax. If I remember right, Church Street is about a mile from here. Now if I only knew where the hell we’re going from there. One thing at a time, I tell myself, but I can just imagine the look I’ll get from Robbie if I have to ask where the hell we’re going. He’ll think I’m certifiable and he won’t be wrong either. I better figure out just what the hell I’m studying, too, and do it fast.

      Five minutes later I’m, digging through the file cabinet next to a clunky Apple desktop computer like a mad man. When I find nothing there, I hunt through the house for something to give me a clue where the hell I’m going and what I’m studying. As a last resort, I try the bedroom, and lo and behold, there’s a satchel next to my side of the bed. I open it to find it stuffed with classwork. Bingo! My fingers paw through the papers, pulling them out. For a moment, I’m dumbfounded as I look at the words on the top page: “Department of Psychology at the College of Arts and Sciences at Syracuse University.” Really? I went in for this? Then I see the date: September 19, 1985.

      Whoa! Well what did I expect? I sink down on the bed with a thunk and shake my head. At last I stare over at the mirror, studying the bewildered young man looking back.

      “Believe me, I’m as lost as you are,” I say to him.

      Finally, I throw the papers in my satchel and toss the address book in with them. I grab a set of keys from a hook on the wall and I’m out the door a minute later with what I assume are car keys. I have no idea what I’m driving other than it’s a Ford. After a quick perusal over the half-dozen cars parked in the cul-de-sac, I see a gold Gran Torino with a vinyl rooftop. No freaking way! My first car was a gold Gran Torino. I head out to it, daring to believe it might be the same “first ride” I owned all those years ago. When I get in, it’s like stepping through the looking glass.

      I sit there a moment, steeped in the memory of driving around town with the Pioneer stereo system cranking out Led Zeppelin, then at last turn the key. The powerful 351 Cleveland V-8 beast roars to life, along with the radio blaring in my ear. It appears I like the volume way up in this new life. I dial it down so my ear drums can find their way back into my head and change the station to something more passable than the acid rock one that’s screaming at me. The station I settle on has a morning talk show. I put the car in gear and I’m off, listening to the radio hosts babbling about the upcoming basketball season, specifically, a young recruit named Sherman Douglas. Can he take them to the next level? If they only knew. I have to admit I’m enjoying this debate of the kid’s skills as I drive past the stores and shops. Turning off Route 11, I motor down Church Street at a crawl, spying house numbers. A minute later, I’m pulling up in front of Robbie’s house. He’s outside waiting, or at least I think that’s him. He’s a tall, lanky dude with sandy blonde hair. He’s not the Robbie I once knew, but he reminds me of him. He comes running up to the car, cigarette dangling from his mouth, and gets in.

      “Hey,” he says and shuts the door.

      “Hey yourself,” I answer as I pull away from the curb.

      “You get through that reading?” he says, positioning his book bag between his knees.

      I have no idea what reading he’s talking about. “Most of it. You?”

      He takes a drag of his cigarette. Rolls his window down. “Yeah. What a snoozer. I mean, I get it, it’s important to understand evaluations on therapy outcomes, but it’s so freaking dry.”

      “Right,” I say. Time for a right turn, Clyde. So what’s up with the car?”

      “Starter, I think. Wouldn’t turn over. Just what I need right now,” he says, flicking ashes out the window. “You think you could slide me some rides for a bit ’til I get the damn thing running?”

      “Sure, why not?” I turn onto South Bay Road and head south toward the interstate. “Mind putting that out?” I find it odd that the smell of cigarette smoke bothers me.

      “Oh, sorry.” He buts his cigarette in the ashtray and I see him look at me from the corner of my eye. “You all right?”

      “Why do you ask?”

      “I don’t know. You just don’t seem like you. Everything square with Monie?”

      Understatement of the century! I suddenly wonder if that’s what I call Monica. “Sure, everything’s square. Just have a lot on my mind.” Ya think?

      Robbie’s quiet for a few minutes, then says, “You hit her up about heading to The West this Friday?”

      The West? Where do I know that place from? “Umm…not yet.”

      “Dude, come on. The Brigade’s in town.”

      “I know. I’ll get with her tonight about it.”

      “All right then,” he says. “It’s gonna be rad.”

      “I’m sure it will be,” I say, cruising onto the interstate on-ramp. We fall silent then, listening to the radio, which is pumping out, “Money for Nothing.” Ten minutes later, we’re on campus, hunting for a parking spot. Luckily, there’s no dedicated lot for the College of Arts and Sciences, otherwise I’d look like a fool roaming the busy streets on the hill. Robbie spots a space ahead on Euclid Avenue and I park. The College is a ten-minute hike. We make it to the lecture hall five minutes early. The Hall is buzzing with students, and as we look for a seat several classmates wave to us as we pass. I know none of these people, and I have no idea how I’m going to find out their names, let alone our relationships. Thankfully the professor comes in and the room quiets down. I take a seat near the back, trying to be as inconspicuous as possible and open my satchel.

      As the lecture begins, I fish a notebook out, which I assume is for this class, and look around. I feel like I’ve been dumped into a fish tank with a school of piranhas, and I’m sure before the day’s out I’m going to be chewed up and spat out in pieces, so I’m not paying a lot of attention to the man up front. What I do hear of the ongoing lecture, surprises me. I seem to comprehend exactly what he’s talking about. It’s as if someone’s plugged a flash drive into me and downloaded everything I need to know. I’m grateful, but dumbfounded at the same time. How do I know this shit? My head’s buzzing with one question after another. By the time class is over, I’m a mess. Like where’s my next class, and when? And how do I know all this stuff the professor just rattled off, yet not know a single person around me?
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      SEPTEMBER 23-24, 1985—SYRACUSE, NEW YORK

      I’ve made it through this first day (don’t ask me how), and I’m exhausted. My head aches and my body is like a live wire, twitching at every comment and question that comes my way, especially when they’re from Monica and Tommy. Thank God this day is almost over. All I want is to close my eyes and escape this constant sense of anxiety and déjà vu around every corner. It’s like I know some of these people and places, yet their names and faces escape me. For example: Monica. How do I know so much about her? I seem to automatically know how she likes her coffee, her preference for music, her preferred cocktail, reading material, favorite flowers—the list goes on, and yet there’s no memory of us before I got here.

      As for myself, lunch on campus today told me I’m not a fan of spicy foods or beer. I’m also less concerned about my wardrobe. Where in my other life, a pullover hoodie and jeans would be anathema, here they seem to work just fine for me. What’s stranger yet is my indifference to architecture and design. I don’t look at it the same way I used to. I notice it, but there’s no thrill in seeing a new building go up and add its profile to the city skyline. Where once I would stop and study the lines of a flashy façade, I now pass it by without a second thought. Maybe it’s because I’m scared out of my wits. How do I navigate this world, and what’s more, how do I blend in with the latest slang and fads?

      Monica sensed my confusion, too. At dinner, she mentioned I’m not acting like myself, that I’m distracted, as if I’m somewhere else. She’s not wrong. The thought of never seeing my kids again is killing me. To be honest, I’m wishing for my old life back even though it was in the dumper. A voice in my head tells me I should be happy about this new turn of events, a chance at a do-over, but I’m not despite the fact I’m married to this beautiful woman who seems to treat me like gold. Then again, so did Tiff at one time, until I let my marriage slip away between my fingers. I shudder to think of being trapped here, broke and alone again.

      As much as I enjoy Monica’s attention and being the target of her affection, there’s no spark between us. Shouldn’t there be one? I mean, we’re married, right? If the universe is going to dump me here, why wouldn’t it have the decency to insert the appropriate feeling for her into the program? And then there’s Tommy. He didn’t ask for a father who couldn’t be a father to his kids in another life. I’m still getting used to him calling me Padre. I’m afraid of getting too close to him, of not measuring up to the man he’s known all his life. I don’t like pretending I’m something I’m not, even in this alternate version of myself. If I’m here for the long haul, I better do better or he’ll grow up looking at me indifferently just like my son Ted did, or should I say, does or is it, will? I’m so turned around I don’t know which way is up.

      I sit up in bed and look out the window as Monica brushes her teeth down the hall. As I wait for her, my thoughts turn to what’s going to happen when the lights go out. I can’t argue I didn’t enjoy this morning’s romp, and the thought of another one is appealing. If I indulge her, is that being disingenuous? Probably. But I’m stuck in this new life, so I might as well enjoy it, right? But the truth is, going forward in this new life without “the spark” will get stale sooner or later, and then what? I’ll end up right where I was in my old life. I shudder to think of it happening all over again. But how do you rewire yourself, become someone different? I don’t have a clue, only that I don’t want to make the same mistakes again.

      Which brings me to something I’ve never been very good at: love. For me, love is difficult. I’ve never felt intense feelings for anyone except my kids, but that’s different. With them it’s built in, factory installed—most of the time, anyway. With a woman, it’s different. It’s either there or it’s not and so far, it’s been the latter for me. I wonder if there’s some chemical reaction in the body, or a gene that fires up when the right woman comes along? Do I even have a love gene? My grandmother told me for her it was love at first sight with my grandfather. They met on the boat coming over the big pond from Europe at eighteen and stayed together for sixty years until God took them up within two days of each other to the big mansion in the sky. Speaking of Him, I wonder if he’s having a good laugh watching me flounder down here. I’m not a fan, but I don’t dismiss Him either. I like to keep my options open—just in case.

      The door opens and Monica sweeps in. She’s wearing a silky black and white number that accentuates every inch of her. She puts her glasses on, flips the covers back, and slides in next to me. There’s a smile on her face as she grabs her book on human reproduction along with a pad and pencil off the night table. She’s in her third year working toward her P.A. license while interning at St. Joe’s. I’m in my second year of my PhD studying clinical psychology with a focus on marriage and family therapy. A moment later, she’s dug into the reading. I suppose I ought to look at the paper that’s due for my class at the end of the week, but her being so close is distracting. I try to ignore the stirring between my legs as I read what I’ve completed on my assignment so far. How do I know this shit?

      As I try to concentrate, the questions of my life here continue to roll in and distract me. How did Monica and the “me” before I got here get together in this new life? I don’t remember anything about this “me” before I woke up. Who was I back then, or should I say, now? What happened to the “me” before me? Where did I go? If I loved her then, why don’t I now, or do I love her somewhere deep inside the “me” I was before I got here and just haven’t tapped into yet? That’s fucked up! My mind whirls. I need to stop this insane loop threading through my head, stop trying to logic it out, because there’s no making sense of it.

      I set my pencil down. It’s weird writing by hand after working with my laptop for so long. More than that, it’s clunky and frustrating because my head is thinking faster than my hand can write. How did I ever manage getting anything done on paper back in the day? I read what I wrote, running a line through a word here and there as the goddess beside me scribbles on the pad on her lap. She’s freshly washed and a subtle apricot fragrance lifting off her is distracting me. I set my paper aside and roll toward her.

      She turns a page and looks down at me, then pats my shoulder. “I need to get through this section, Baby.”

      She likes calling me, “Baby.”

      “I know.” I get out of bed and go downstairs to put some space between us so she can study. Pouring a glass of wine to take the edge off, I step outside onto the back deck. It’s a cool, clear night and the moon is bright overhead. I go to the railing, conflicted. It’s like there’s a tug of war going on between the man I used to be in my other life—the one who was used to getting what he wanted—and the guy I am here, who’s more inclined to think of others over his own needs. I peer up at the lit window in our bedroom, thinking about Ted and Crystal, and all the other people I left behind. I wonder if they’re looking for me. Are Ted and Crystal going nuts over my disappearance? Do they even know I’m gone yet? My throat tightens. I want to wrap my kids up in my arms, feel them against me. I want to tell them I’m sorry I wasn’t there for them; that Dad fucked up, but that’ll never happen now.

      At length, I drain my glass and head back upstairs. When I walk in the bedroom, Monica looks up. “Everything okay?”

      I slip back in bed as she shuts her book and sets her glasses on the nightstand. “Yeah, just thought I’d give you some space so you could study.”

      “Well, I’m done now,” she says and snuggles up to me. Running her fingertip down my chest, she adds, “You sure there’s nothing wrong? You feel anxious to me. It’s not like you. Is there something you want to tell me about? Problems in class?”

      And have you call the Good Humor Man on me? I don’t think so. “Class is fine,” I answer, which is the truth, oddly enough. “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Of course.”

      “Why do you love me?”

      She blinks, then pins her elbow on the pillow and cradles her head in her hand. “That’s a strange question.”

      “I know. Humor me?”

      She shrugs and gives me one of her coquettish smiles. “Okay. Umm…I love you because you see me for me. You make me feel wanted.”

      That’s a start, but I want more. “I do?”

      She rolls her eyes.

      “What?”

      “Fishing for compliments, are we?” she says with a knowing lilt. I sense the Italian in her tone.

      Nailed me. Okay, fall back to option two. “Just being me,” I say, tossing my best puppy dog expression back at her.

      Another roll of her eyes. “Uh-huh. Okay, I’ll bite.”

      “Not too hard,” I tease, then wink at her.

      “You wish,” she says, and grins. For a minute, I think she’s going to roll me over, but instead her grin melts away and she gazes at me as if I’m the only man in the world. Her Italian tone thickens. “Do you have any idea what you mean to me? You make me feel safe and secure. You’re my shelter, Baby. No matter what happens, I always know you have my back.”

      “And I always will,” I say, then words I don’t recognize come from me. “Especially that sweet ass of yours.”

      She cuffs me playfully. “Alan, I was being serious. You’re such a bad boy.”

      Suddenly, the young man I am in this life takes over, and I’m powerless to stop him. “Hey, I never heard you complain,” I say, rubbing my arm.

      “Well…no. But there’s always a first time,” she says, tapping my chin with her finger. “Okay, I answered you, now what’s up? I know you pretty good. You get clingy when you’re overwhelmed.”

      I tamp the young man inside me down. “I do?”

      I get a pointed gaze coming back.

      “I’m busted, aren’t I?”

      She nods. “Afraid so. Out with it.”

      I pause. Should I put this out there? See where it goes? Okay, let’s do this. “Have you ever not felt like yourself, like suddenly, you don’t know who you are anymore?”

      “Wow, that’s…Wooph!” She whiffs her hand over her head. “But okay, yeah, I get it. I used to a long time ago when I was in high school. You don’t know what it’s like when you’re built. People look you up and down—don’t take you seriously. Anyway, I went around thinking I wasn’t good enough, so I’d let people take advantage of me so they’d like me. Pretty sad, huh?”

      Her answer isn’t what I expect, and all at once I remember how I used to treat her like a bootie call sometimes when we were young and dating back in my old life. I avert my gaze so she won’t see how innocently she ran a dagger into me. Suddenly, I feel like a dick.
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      The next morning I’m off to get Robbie for class again. It’s frustrating not having a cell phone in my pocket. I keep feeling for it and it’s not there. I’m naked without it. And there’s no internet. I’m used to getting up in the morning and going online to check email. Not anymore. The internet’s not here yet and it won’t be for a few more years. This whole world that used to be my world is so alien—nothing works the same way.

      I think about last night, what Monica said to me, about not feeling good enough and letting people take advantage of her (like me) so they’d like her, and then how she said that love is all that matters. It was like having cold water thrown in my face. It stunned me, made me think of how selfish and shallow I was in my other life.

      I pull up to Robbie’s house. He’s outside again waiting for me. I watch him walk to my car and get in. He’s frowning. “Something wrong?” I say as he shuts the door.

      Robbie dumps his book bag on the floor and sits back. “Yeah, you could say that. Tiff dumped me! Some BS about us going different directions. What the fuck does that mean?”

      My heart skips, and I feel my eyes widen. No, it can’t be her. “Sorry about that.”

      “Yeah, me, too. First the car, now this. This week’s total FUBAR.”

      I pull away from the curb and say, “You guys been going together how long now…two, three years?” (Don’t ask me how I know this, I just do.)

      “Almost three.” He frowns. “Fuck it.” For the next ten minutes, he’s quiet and I don’t say anything. I’m too busy wondering about this Tiffany. Finally, he says, “You hit up Monie about Friday night down to The West?”

      “Not yet. She was buried with homework last night. Tonight for sure.”

      “Dude, I need you there, okay?”

      I get a strong feeling he’s thinking Tiff will be in attendance. “One of us’ll be there for sure.”

      He nods and looks out the window as I drive. I’m wondering if I’m about to meet the future smack in the face. If I am, it won’t be like the last time, and despite what it would mean for Ted and Crystal, I can’t say I would want it to be like it was before. I should beg off and have Monica go Friday night instead of me. Stay home with Tommy. Remove myself from the equation. But the way things are going with my life right now, I have a feeling I won’t have a say in any of it.
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      I pick up my son from the sitter and get home just as Monica pulls into the driveway. Tommy is out the door and running to his mother with the card he made in art class for her today. It’s fortunate I saw it before getting home, otherwise I would’ve blown off Monica’s birthday. I grab my satchel, my card, and a single red rose I picked up at Sweetheart Market from the front seat and follow him over. (A rose. Yeah, I know, I’m just going through the motions here, pretending to be the man she thinks I am. But hey, I’m doing the best I can.)

      She collects Tommy in her arms, making a huge fuss over his card as I walk up. “Happy Birthday,” I say.

      As she corrals our son in her arms, she takes the rose from me. “Wow, look at this pretty rose Padre got Madre,” she says to him.

      Before Tommy can open his mouth, I say, “He helped me pick it out.” I wink at Tommy to let him know to play along.

      Tommy bursts into a smile. “Padre was going to get the pink one, but I said get the red one.”

      You hopped right on that train, didn’t you little guy? I laugh. “Yes he did,” I say, and step around the two of them to fetch her bag from the front seat. Setting Tommy down with his card, she takes her bag from me and the three of us walk to the house. When we get inside, I set our bags down and tell them I’m taking them both out to dinner tonight at Denny’s. I don’t get an argument.

      Twenty minutes later we’re back in the car. The radio is pumping out “The Power of Love” by Huey Lewis and the News, and we’re all swaying to the beat and humming along. As the song ends, the DJ comes on talking about the weekend band fare around town. I’m not paying much attention, because I’m thinking things will be happening later tonight. (Yes, I went there.) When the guy on the radio brings up The Brigade coming to The West, I look up.

      “I almost forgot. Robbie wants us to meet him at The West on Friday. Tiffany dumped him, and with everyone being there—whoever “everyone” is, I have no idea— he wants some support in case she walks in.”

      “Tiff broke up with him? When?”

      Uh-oh, they’re friends! “Last night, I guess. He’s pretty bummed about it.”

      “Aw damn. That’s awful. Did he say why?”

      I shake my head. Women, and their need for details. “I have no idea.”

      Monica digs into her purse and pulls out her day planner. From the corner of my eye, I see her shaking her head. “I can’t do Friday unless I switch shifts with Linda. I can see if I can do her Sunday shift, I suppose.”

      Just like I figured. Meeting Tiff is going to happen whether I want it to or not. “Never mind, I’ll go if I can find a sitter.”

      “I’m sure your mother will take him.”

      My mother? I blink. Jesus. How could I forget her? Of course she’d still be alive, and so would my deadbeat father.
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      SEPTEMBER 27, 1985—SYRACUSE, NEW YORK

      I manage to get through the rest of the week without looking like an idiot among my classmates and Robbie’s friends, who apparently are mine as well. It’s rather maddening playing these games to ferret out names and other information about them that I would be expected to know. The secret, I’ve learned, is to keep my mouth shut and listen for dropped names and clues. With Monica it’s a bit easier because I can go digging around the house for evidence when she’s not home, and of course there’s Tommy, who provides loads of information, unaware I should know these things already. I’ve been playing this game with him where I ask him things like, “Do you remember our first vacation? Where did we go?” I say it in a chipper voice, encouraging him, and he tells me, and then goes on to give me more information than I need to know.

      I’ve also been keeping a notebook that I’ve been putting things down in until they become second nature, like birthdays, anniversaries, the names of Monica’s relatives, and anything else I deem important. What worries me the most is meeting my in-laws in the near future and being asked a question regarding some past event I should know the answer to. How do I fake that? And then there’s my mother. My mother knows almost everything about me, I imagine, and I’m pretty sure she’d know right away something’s up if I didn’t know certain things, like where my father lives. What an odd thought; my mother sensing I’m not “me” when in fact it is “me.” These paradoxes keep popping up every time I turn around. I’m beginning to feel like Schrödinger’s cat.

      I turn off the computer—thank God passwords haven’t come around yet—and sit back in surprise. We have a hefty balance on our spreadsheet register. Not too shabby, if I do say so myself. So why do we live so modestly? Is it by choice? I mean, why else would we live in a raised ranch, and drive sedans, not to mention busting our asses at work and school? I guess I know where the priorities are. Money is not the end-all here.

      In my other life, I’m the exact opposite of the man I appear to be here. I evaluated myself by the position I had at the firm, the house I lived in, the big fat diamond on my wife’s finger, the car I drove, and the friends I kept—who, by the way, dropped off the planet the minute I lost my job. So much for pals!

      Monica and Tommy come down the stairs. She hands me an overnight bag for our son because he’s staying at my mother’s while I support Robbie at The West. I take the bag, give her a kiss good-bye, and my son and I are out the door. My mother lives south of the city in an area called, the Valley. From my memories as a young boy, the Valley was an aging cluster of tightly woven neighborhoods right out of the ’50s. Cookie-cutter two-story clapboard houses lined up like toy soldiers sitting on stamped lots, 60-by-150-feet deep.

      I wonder what it’ll be like seeing the neighborhood again, and more to the point, my mother. The black and white pictures in our album show a woman with a movie-star quality. She was, or is, I should say, a tall stately Englishwoman with satiny dark hair and eyes that shine like sapphires. It’s funny how I see her in pictures now, noticing details I never paid attention to growing up, like her expressive arched brows, her sculpted Roman nose, and her perfectly aligned teeth. Everything about her, from the way she poses in pictures, to the simple strand of pearls she wears and the style of her pleated dresses speaks to class even though our family fell out of money long before I was born.

      I pull off the highway and ten minutes later, Tommy and I are driving down the street I grew up on. I slow down, looking for a two-story white colonial with flowering spiraea out front.

      Tommy, who’s sitting in the passenger seat, points to a couple women down the street, then rolls down his window and calls out, “Nana!”

      One of the women turns and waves back as I pull into the driveway. I watch her break away from the other woman and walk toward us with her shoulders straightened and head held high. She’s wearing a deep blue one-piece dress that sweeps past her knees and her signature pearl necklace. My son unbuckles his seat belt and he’s out the door, running into her arms. I watch the two of them embrace, then she heads for me as I get out of the car.
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