







“Why don’cha make up your mind which way ya goin’!”

. . . . . .


the man glared at him furiously as he shuffled by in what literally looked like a pair of worn old black leather slippers without socks, rims of scratches and dark red and sickly pale white blotches on both of his ankles.“I wish I could!” he cried after him and watched him disappear into the crowd, actually jealous of the disheveled black man for knowing where he was going.

The voice over the public-address system announced train departures and arrivals. It had the sound of urgency. People were moving faster. Everyone knew something he didn’t. That short moment of amusement he had experienced a few moments ago started to ice into a panic. What if everyone made it to his or her destination and he was left in this great lobby, his cries echoing and dying?

Which way was he supposed to go?

Where exactly was he heading?

Why hadn’t it come back to him?

And worst of all, he thought as he turned slowly in a circle,Who the hell am I?
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. . . prologue




suddenly he stopped walking. The realization that he didn’t know where he was going struck him like a blow to his head. In fact, the feeling was so similar, he actually combed his fingers through his hair and over his scalp to see if there were any wounds, bumps, or blood. He looked at his palm and then turned his hand and saw it was clean.Someone knocked into him rather roughly, nearly bowling him over. He fell forward, reaching out as if to grab an invisible railing to catch himself. The individual, a young Chinese man, didn’t acknowledge the collision, but that wasn’t really unusual here in Grand Central station, especially this time of the day. People nudged and bumped each other all around him. For a moment they all literally turned into frenetic bees whose hive had been disturbed, their wings flapping, their stingers whipping dangerously close to his face as they passed. The image made him gasp and cringe. He scrubbed his forehead with his dry right palm and looked about him again.

The bees changed back to people.

“What was that about?” he muttered and laughed to himself. No one else would pause near him long enough for him to ask if he or she had seen it, too. It was rush hour and the air was electric with the frenzy of those who had minutes to make their trains and those who feared not getting a seat. He recognized the reasons for this barely controlled mass hysteria. He vaguely remembered it all, including his own frantic pace at times, especially here; however, at this moment for the life of him, he hadn’t the slightest hint as to which way he was to go. He felt adrift, lost way out at sea, the tiller broken, the sails ripped away. No matter in what direction he looked, there was no sign of any shore.

He gazed up at the large timetable above him and studied the names of various destinations. None of them rang a bell. There wasn’t even a tinkle. And then the timetable burst into flames. It simply exploded into a conflagration right before his eyes, but apparently, no one else but him noticed this, too. He actually started to point it out and was on the verge of shouting when the flames suddenly disappeared as quickly as they had appeared.

His first reaction was to laugh again at himself. What the hell is happening to my mind? he wondered. People turning into bees, fires exploding! Did he have too much to drink? Did he have anything to drink? He moved his tongue around in his mouth. The flavor of the extra-dry martini was still there. At least he knew that he had a drink. He couldn’t remember where, how many, or how long ago, but he realized it couldn’t have been too long ago.

He gazed back at the entrance on Forty-second Street. He couldn’t remember who had dropped him off. Was he in a taxicab or a private car? Or did he walk here from someplace relatively nearby?

So am I drunk or what? he wondered. He didn’t feel drunk, at least not in the usual sense. He thought he could walk as well as he ever could. No wobbling. Actually, he felt terrific except for these ridiculous hallucinations and the fact that he didn’t know what to do.

“What the hell’s happening?” he asked himself again, this time loud enough for a woman in her early thirties dressed in an expensive-looking business suit to hear, pause, turn, and look back at him.

“Pardon?” she said a puzzled smile on her face. “Did you say something to me?”

“I . . . I’m so confused,” he told her. He held out his arms, pleading for a look of compassion. Instead, she widened her smile and looked relieved.

“So? Welcome to the human race,” she said and continued on.

Was she right? Was everyone in this gargantuan railroad station rushing to nowhere?

He searched the timetable again, still recognized nothing, and then decided to take a few steps to the left. That seemed wrong so he took a few steps to the right, which seemed just as wrong. He paused too abruptly and someone else ran into his back.

He turned to see an elderly black man in a pair of tattered dungarees and a torn flannel shirt half in and half out of his pants. The white stubble on his chin and cheeks looked more like tiny white pimples. Hiseyes were a mixture of white and pink twirl, the pupils resembling spots of ink. The man’s lower lip had a purple bruise in the corner, and the middle was cracked with dried blood coating it.

“Why don’tcha make up your mind which way ya goin’!” he snapped and glared at him furiously as he shuffled by in what literally looked like a pair of worn old black leather slippers without socks, rims of scratches and dark red and sickly pale white blotches on both of his ankles.

“I wish I could!” he cried after him and watched him disappear in the crowd, actually jealous of the disheveled-looking black man for knowing where he was going.

The voice over the public address system announced train departures and arrivals. It had the sound of urgency. People were moving faster. Everyone knew something he didn’t. That short moment of amusement he had experienced a few moments ago started to ice into a panic. What if everyone made it to his or her destination and he was left in this great lobby, his cries echoing and dying?

Which way was he supposed to go?

Where exactly was he heading?

Why hadn’t it come back to him?

And worst of all, he thought as he turned slowly in a circle,Who the hell am I?






. . . one




the answer to the last question was easy to discover. He sat on a bench and reached into his inside jacket pocket to take out his wallet. He held it before him and studied the gold letters embossed on the outside: A.C. It didn’t stimulate any recollections, so he flipped it open and turned to his driver’s license. The photo identification told him his name was Aaron Clifford and he lived at 5467 North Wildwood Drive in Westport, Connecticut. He was thirty-four years old, had blue eyes and light brown hair. He weighed one hundred and sixty-four pounds and stood five feet nine.Is this who I am? he wondered. Why didn’t confronting the information jolt his memory? Maybe this isn’t me. Maybe this is someone else’s wallet, he thought. Feared was more like it because why would he have someone else’s wallet? And if he indeed did, where was his?

He stood up and gazed around until he spotted the rest rooms. Then he hurried into the men’s room andwent directly to the sink to look in the mirror and compare himself with the picture on his license. He held it up against his image in the mirror.

A fifty-one-year-old transit company employee in a pair of coveralls stepped out of a stall and went to the sink beside him, watching him make the comparison. The man shook his head, washed his hands quickly, and reached for a paper towel.

“This looks like me, doesn’t it?” Aaron asked him, turning the wallet toward him.

The transit employee tilted his head away as if he believed he would be the victim of either a practical joke or a crime and then looked at the picture and at Aaron.

“So?” he asked. “What’cha think, it doesn’t do you justice or somethin’?”

“No,” Aaron said, smiling. “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome,” the man said and, wearing one of those smugI’ve seen it all looks, walked away from him.

Aaron continued to search his wallet. There were two credit cards and then a medical insurance card. At the bottom of all this were three business cards with his name on them. They told him he had the status of an associate who worked for an architecture firm, C.W. Clovis and Associates on Madison Avenue. The card said they were specialists in creative design solutions, custom, residential, or commercial. He stared at the cards, but no memories came to mind, no visions of offices, employees, projects, nothing.

He had no other wallet or case other than this slim leather one. In his right pants pocket he found a smallfold of bills which amounted to ninety-one dollars and some loose change. There was nothing in his other pants pocket. His sports jacket pockets were empty, too, and there was nothing in the back pockets of his pants.

His frenzied search of himself drew the attention of two young men who watched him for a moment before going to the urinals. While they urinated, they kept their eyes on him as if they were afraid to turn their backs completely on someone who looked so panicky.

Embarrassed by his own actions, he smiled at them and stepped out of the bathroom to continue the search of his own person.

He wore a Swiss Army watch, a black onyx pinky ring in a silver setting, and a wedding ring. He was married. What was his wife’s name? Why didn’t he carry a picture of her? Did he have any children?

His legs suddenly felt wobbly, so he had to sit again. He found an empty bench nearby. After a moment he looked up at the people rushing by, hoping to see a recognizable face or a face that seemed to recognize him. Some glanced at him, but few made any real eye contact or acknowledged his existence. They looked toward him but not at him. He touched himself on the chest to be sure he was really there. Was this all some nightmare? Would he wake up any moment and find himself home in bed—wherever that was?

Noise, odors, tastes in his mouth told him this was real; this was no dream.

The panic which now had begun at the base of his stomach fanned out like long fingers of cold steel topuncture his lungs and then his heart before moving up to his throat. It felt as if it were slowly closing on him and soon would shut off all the air. He seized his throat and massaged it, nudging his Adam’s apple a bit too hard to help himself swallow, making himself choke and cough.

Sweat had beaded on his forehead and temples. When was this cloudiness, this emptiness going to pass? He embraced himself and rocked for a while on the bench. It gave him some relief and some comfort, but it was short lasting.

Now that he was beginning to act out, people did begin to take more note of him. A tall redheaded woman of about forty gazed at him and sped up, but as she moved away, her legs grew thinner and thinner until they looked like the legs of a grasshopper.

He groaned loud enough for two teenagers to smile and laugh at him when they walked by. An elderly lady shook her head in disgust, waving her bag in the air between them like some ancient priestess clearing the world of evil demons. She sounded like she was hissing, and he did see a mist come out of the bag and hang in the air between them.

“You all right?” a man about his age, dressed in a dark gray pin-striped suit, asked. He had stopped by the bench. He had wavy blond hair and deep blue eyes and carried a soft black leather briefcase.

“Actually, no, I’m not all right.”

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m suddenly having some serious memory problems. I’m so confused and I keep having these horrible visions.”

“Are you on your way home?”

“I think so,” he said.

“Well, do you know where you live?”

“Yeah. I mean, my address is here,” Aaron said, digging out his wallet and opening it to show his license. The young man leaned over to read it. Aaron inhaled the man’s cologne and aftershave. It had a sweet maple aroma. The man nodded and straightened up.

“So you’re going to Westport. No problem.” He looked up at the board. “Go to Gate Four. There’s a train in about ten minutes. I’m sure when you get home, you’ll feel better,” the young man said, smiling.

He started away.

“Thanks,” Aaron called to him.

The young man just lifted his hand and waved without turning around.

Aaron rose, took a deep breath, and went to the ticket seller’s window to buy a ticket. He proceeded to the platform.

When the train arrived, he stepped into it, found a seat, and stared ahead. However, nothing about this was even slightly familiar. He couldn’t recall when he was on a train last, and the failure to remember made the experience feel new.

The train rocked, its wheels groaning with the effort to move like some old arthritic man rising out of a chair, and began its journey. He closed his eyes and sat back for a moment. Then he opened them quickly and stared at each and every other passenger. He saw nothing but vague interest in anyone else’s face. Most eyes were glassy orbs appearing frozen in their heads.

Everyone resembles me, he thought. They alllooked like they had lost their memories. Didn’t at least one recognize him? They were all going in his direction. Why wasn’t anyone smiling or nodding some acknowledgment?

I’m on a ghost train, he thought, moving with the dead toward some dark place.

And then he thought maybe this just wasn’t the usual train and time for him to be going home. He checked his watch. It was nearly seven-thirty. What time was he usually home? What did his home look like? My home, my house, my wife, he thought and closed his eyes, struggling to resurrect some sleeping memories, but nothing came. There was just this grayish black wall that seemed impenetrable, and if he tried too hard to remember anything, a sharp pain tore across his forehead, making him feel as if he wore a crown of thorns.

The train rocked on, the vibrations traveling up his legs, into his spine, and then shaking him so hard he opened his eyes. It was already quite dark outside. Despite the sudden unusually warm temperatures, the early October days were growing shorter and shorter. A much cooler September had caused most trees to lose their leaves. Now they glowed like radiated bones in the moonlight. The world looked full of twisted and mangled skeletons. The houses he saw looked empty, deserted, no one even silhouetted in the curtains or shades. There was an urban air about, an indifference. It was a world in which no one touched. The people in it had taken on the characteristics of steel and cement. He longed to feel some humanity, especially now, especially in these moments of utter desperation.

He closed his eyes and embraced himself, waiting for his memory to start working again, searching his mind for a solid thought to comfort him. However, when he opened his eyes and looked down, his feet were immersed in what looked like a pool of blood up to his ankles. He cried out and lifted them.

The train rocked on. People gazed at him, still mostly with indifference, some with a little interest, but no one caring enough to ask what was wrong, why was he holding his legs up like that? Were they all in a trance? How could they not see what was happening? He started to point out the floor when he noticed the blood was gone.

First people turn into bees, then a fire appears and disappears, and now this. What is happening? Christ, what’s happening to me? he asked himself again.

People looked away or returned to their books and newspapers. Only a young woman, homely with brown hair chopped short about her pale face, looked in his direction. She started to smile. He was about to acknowledge her when the smile turned into a melting of skin at the corners of her mouth, revealing more and more teeth and gums and then bone. He gasped and closed his eyes. He kept them closed until he could feel the train slowing down. When he opened them, he saw that the young woman was standing in anticipation and facing the door. She looked back at him quickly, her face now a complete skeleton, but still with eyes, an inky gooey liquid drooling down her chalk cheekbones.

Why didn’t anyone else notice the horror of her?

When he arrived at the Westport station, hequickly fled the train. He was hit by a cold gust of wind coming off the ocean. Did I have an overcoat I left somewhere? he wondered.

He squeezed the collar of his sports jacket closed with his right hand and stood there trying to decide what to do next. He had hoped that once he arrived, all his recollections would come rushing back. It would be as if a dam had cracked. He looked forward to drowning in memories and laughing about all this, but nothing happened. There were no faces, no voices, no sounds in his mind except the reverberation of some echo making him feel as if he were inside an enormous metal drum.

Other passengers hurried off the train, knocking into him, but not pausing even to say pardon me or excuse me. They were all fleeing, he thought. Maybe they finally saw the horror. As he walked along slowly, he gazed at as many people as he could, hoping that someone would say something and strike up a conversation. No one here gave him more than a passing glance, either. They carried their urban indifference into the suburbs like Typhoid Marys infecting everyone with the same anomie. Couldn’t anyone see what kind of trouble he was in? What was he to do, stop someone and say, please help me? I forgot where I live and terrible things are happening to me?

Yes, he told himself. That’s exactly what you have to do.

He checked the address on his license and walked up to a man and a woman who had just greeted each other. He waited for them to pull out of their embrace.

“Pardon me,” he said, “but could you tell me where this would be?” He read off his license.

They stared at him and then looked at each other before the man spoke.

“Yeah, that’s about four miles west of here,” he said.

“Four miles? Either someone picks me up or I drive there, I guess,” he muttered.

The two looked at each other again.

“Was someone supposed to meet you at the station?” the woman asked.

“I’m not sure.”

“Well, are you visiting someone there?” the man asked with a tone of impatience.

“No. I guess this is my address,” Aaron said, turning his wallet so they could see he had read it off his license.

“You guess that’s your address?” The man’s eyebrows nearly jumped up and off his face. He looked at the woman, who shook her head. “If it’s on your license, it should be your address, don’t you think?”

Aaron gazed around. There wasn’t anyone waiting for anyone.

“Are you all right?” the woman asked.

“No,” he said. “I’m having trouble remembering things, anything about myself actually, and I keep having horrible visions,” he said. “Bees, fires, blood, skeletons,” he catalogued, laughing at his own list of madness.

“Huh?” the man asked. His look of annoyance settled into a confident smirk. “Did you drink too much before you got on the train?”

“I don’t think so. I can’t remember. I don’t feel drunk exactly. I just feel . . . invisible.”

“But you did have something to drink before you boarded the train, right?” the man concluded with satisfaction, driving home his point like some trial attorney. He probably is an attorney, Aaron thought.

“Yes,” Aaron admitted.

The man’s smirk deepened as he nodded.

“If you had a car left for you, it would be over there, the commuters’ parking lot,” the woman said, speaking fast, pointing and stepping back as if he had some contagious disease.

He looked in that direction.

“I don’t know,” he said.

“You don’t know what? You don’t know if someone left you a car?” the man asked gruffly.

He shook his head.

“I don’t know that, no.”

“Well, is it something often done for you?” the woman asked softly, compassionately.

“I don’t know what kind of car I have anyway.”

“Well, you have to know,” the man said. “This is ridiculous. No one gets that drunk, for crissakes. Look, do you have any car keys on you?”

“No,” Aaron said. “That’s right. I would, wouldn’t I?”

“So then someone is supposed to pick you up,” the woman concluded happily. “Why don’t you call someone and ask for help?” the woman said.

“Yes,” Aaron said, lifting his eyes toward her. “Good idea. I’ll call someone and ask for help,” he repeated as if it was some doctor’s prescription.

“There’s a pay phone over there,” the man said, nodding to his left.

“Good luck,” the woman said.

The two started away, the man shaking his head.

“Too many martinis,” he muttered loudly. “There’s a guy not eager to come home.”

Could that be true? Aaron wondered. Could my unhappiness with my life be the cause of this amnesia and these hallucinations?

He found the pay phone and dialed for information. They wanted money for that. He scooped up his change and found the required amount. A mechanical voice asked, “What listing, please?”

He thought a moment and then asked for himself.

“One moment, please.”

The number was given. He had no trouble committing that to memory. In fact, everyone he saw and heard now was as vivid as could be: the battered drunk who bumped into him, the well-dressed woman who had laughed at him, the elderly lady who swung her pocketbook at him, the man in the pin-striped suit who had helped him at Grand Central, the faces of the couple with whom he had just spoken, all of them, strong, vivid recollections. His memory was functioning fine on an immediate level.

Then why can’t I remember anything before now? he wondered.

He hung up and then lifted the receiver and tapped out his telephone number. More money was required. He didn’t have the exact change, but he overpaid and that worked. It rang.

Sweat was streaming down the back of his neck as if his brain had sprung a leak. Maybe that’s it. Maybe my brain developed some hole at the bottom and all my thoughts, my memories are spilling out.

“Hello,” he heard a little girl say.

“Hello. Who is this?”

“Is this my daddy?”

“It’s Aaron Clifford,” he said.

“That’s you, Daddy,” the voice replied and followed it with a giggle. “You sound funny.”

He heard someone in the background ask who it was.

“It’s Daddy. He says he’s Aaron Clifford.”

“What’s he doing?” This older female came on the line. “Where are you, Aaron? I waited over an hour for you and finally brought Sophie home. You’re over two hours late!”

“I’m at the station,” he said.

“Well, where were you? I called Charlie Levine and he didn’t know anything.”

“I don’t know,” he said.

“What?”

“I can’t remember.”

“What are you saying, Aaron? You’re talking stupid. I’ve already eaten, too. And you knew we had so much left to do tonight. Of all nights to be late.”

“I . . .”

“What? What’s going on?”

“I can’t remember anything,” he said. “Nothing. I had to look at my wallet to discover who I am.”

There was a silence.

“Have you been drinking, Aaron?”

“Yes, I had a drink.”

“A drink? One drink?” she asked with some incredulity.

“I can’t remember. It might have been more. I’m seeing things, terrible things, too.”

“Jesus, Aaron. It’s after nine. I’ve been worried sick. You don’t call. You don’t let me know you’re going to be late. I have all this pressure on me and you do this at precisely the wrong time.”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I really can’t remember anything, anything at all.”

“What are you saying, Aaron? You’re not making any sense.”

He hesitated.

“I can’t remember your name,” he confessed.

The silence lingered a bit longer.

“Are you fooling around? Is this your idea of a joke because we’re moving tomorrow and you were never crazy about the idea? Because if it is—”

“We’re moving tomorrow?”

“I can’t take any more of this, Aaron. I’m going to hang up. I swear. You can call a cab.”

“No. I’m serious. I really am,” he emphasized, his voice a bit shrill. This woman’s voice, this phone connection, had become his lifeline. “There’s fire sometimes and ugly creatures and blood, too.”

She was silent.

“I don’t even remember what our house looks like, much less where it is,” he said in as calm a voice as he could muster.

“All right. Just stay where you are, Aaron. I’ll ask Mrs. Domfort to watch Sophie. I’m not dragging herout again. It’s late. I should be getting her ready for bed.”

“I’m sorry. I can’t help it,” he said.

“I’ll be there in about a half hour.”

“Good.”

“And Aaron?”

“Yes?”

“My name is Megan. You do remember what I look like, don’t you, Aaron?”

He was silent.

“Jesus, Aaron,” she said in a voice as tight as piano wire. “Don’t move from the platform.”

The click was like a gunshot. He stood there for a moment with the dead receiver in his hand. Then he turned and looked down the tracks. They ran into the darkness.

Just where he was.
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she was pretty, outstanding, with the sort of energy in her eyes that all but guaranteed she would be quite photogenic. As she approached him, even in the diminished glow from the lights at the station, he could see she had a rich complexion a shade or two lighter than pecan with a greenish-blue tint in her eyes that was extraordinary.Standing in light pink sneakers, she was still almost as tall as he was. Her hair was dark brown, thick, and healthy. It was styled so it angled at her jawbone and framed her face, the portrait of natural beauty with not much makeup, just a slight tint of lipstick. She wore a light blue soft leather jacket, a black body suit, and tapered jeans. A gold bracelet hung loosely on her right wrist.

There was something about everyone, about their personal energy, their aura, that was either positive or negative, Aaron thought. Often, someone was positive to one person and for no apparent reason negative to another. Although Megan’s physical beauty impressedhim initially, it was truly the feeling he had the moment she stepped before him that helped him relax and not only feel good, but great. He felt he could bond with this woman again and again, no matter what. He mused that if he had to, he could actually fall in love again with this woman and it would be as if it was the first time.

Looking at her small, perfectly straight nose with its almost imperceptible turn-up at the tip and her full, sensuous lips, he was almost grateful he had forgotten her as well as himself. The surprise was too delicious, too wonderful, not to be appreciated. What a funny idea, especially now, he thought. I am going mad. Only a madman would find something pleasant in all this.

She stood in front of him and stared at him for a moment, looking as if she wanted to be sure herself that this was Aaron Clifford, her husband, the father of the little girl who spoke to him on the phone. He waited anxiously, his heart pounding. A new and terrifying possibility occurred to him. What if he wasn’t Aaron Clifford? What if she asked him who he was and how he dared to impersonate her husband’s voice on the phone? How did he get her husband’s wallet? Had he done something to the man?

“What’s going on, Aaron?” she finally asked. He felt his body sigh with relief.

“I don’t know,” he said. He shrugged and tried to smile, but it was as if his face were frozen. He swallowed and looked around. “I can’t remember anything about my past, my identity. I really had to look in mywallet to see who I was, and I had to get telephone information to find out our phone number.”

She continued to study him, scrutinizing his eyes for validity.

“I swear,” he said. “I’m telling you the truth. I wouldn’t kid about something like this.” That made him smile. “Funny, saying that. How do I know I wouldn’t? That’s the odd thing. There are feelings, very general ideas, instincts that are familiar,” he said, fixing his eyes on her so she would understand that, “but not details, not specific and essential information about myself, the sort of information anyone needs to have, I suppose.”

“What are you saying, Aaron? You’re babbling.”

“Am I?”

He gazed around.

“Even this doesn’t feel right. I could be on some Greek Island and it would be the same. Do I always come home by train or do I commute with people? You mentioned someone named Charlie Levine. Do I commute with him?”

“You’re scaring me,” she said, taking a step back.

“Imagine what it’s doing to me. You said your name was Megan?”

“Stop it, Aaron. You’ll terrify Sophie, especially if you act like you don’t remember her, too.”

“I don’t,” he admitted. “How old is she? Do we have more than one child?”

“Aaron!”

“Sorry,” he said. Actually, he felt like crying. Tears did form in his eyes. He rubbed his forehead.

“Did you get hurt—mugged or something?”

He looked up, encouraged that he was finally getting through to her.

“I don’t think so. I have money and I don’t have any injuries I can see or feel. How do I look?” he asked her, actually hoping she would find something wrong, some way to explain all this. He turned so she could look at the back of his head, his neck, anything.

She shook her head.

“You don’t look injured.” She thought a moment. “Maybe we should go right to the hospital,” she added, her voice dropping. It was more to herself than to him.

He thought for a moment. Of course they should, but he was feeling a little better now that he was with someone who knew him. There was some relief and this situation couldn’t last. Surely this can’t last, he thought.

“No,” he said. “Let’s just go home. Maybe this will pass as soon as I’m in familiar surroundings. It’s really sort of embarrassing. How can you not know your own home, right?”

She considered him.

“Perhaps you just drank too much,” she offered. “I’ve heard that alcohol can do this to you sometimes. People wake up after a wild night and are unable to recall what they did the night before.”

“Yeah, maybe that’s it,” he said. “It’s something temporary, right? Could be just a reaction to something I drank. Or maybe”—his eyes lit up with the possibility— “someone put something in my drink! You know, like LSD? Some sort of hallucinogen for a practical joke, huh? I could have had a very bad reaction.”

“I don’t know, Aaron. I wasn’t with you and you don’t remember where you were, is that true?”

“No, no, I don’t,” he said. “I just found myself wandering in circles in Grand Central. But that’s exactly what could have happened: Someone slipped me something. Sure. I bet that’s it.” He felt himself relax a little more. “I’ll be all right,” he said. “Once whatever it is goes out of my body, I’ll be all right.” His chant became a little mantra. “I’ll be all right.”

“Yes, you will,” she agreed.

She threaded her arm through his and led him toward a black Mercedes 420 S-class.

Nice car, he thought. Beautiful wife, nice car. So far, I’m happy.

I will be all right.





The house was a good size classic two-story Queen Anne with wedgewood blue siding, ebony shutters and a sidewalk bordered by trim hedges. There was an attached garage, and the driveway was illuminated by replicated late nineteenth century brass streetlights. The lawn was a carpet of vibrant green. Even in the darkness he could see how well manicured it and every plant, tree, and bush was. It looked like it was set on a nice size piece of land, too, with the nearest home blocked by a patch of birch and maple trees.“I guess we really are moving,” he muttered when the garage door went up.

Cartons were piled along both walls and in the rear, leaving barely enough space for their car. Some pieces of furniture had been broken down and set out as well, along with pictures and lamps.

Megan had said barely a word all the way back from the station. She looked sullen, waiting for the door to stop rising. Aaron gazed at the front of the property again.

“Why are we moving?” he muttered. “This is very nice.”

“This is really all a joke, isn’t it?” she snapped back at him. “It’s all part of some sick plan of yours, right, Aaron? Who put you up to it, Charlie Levine?”

“No!” he practically shouted. “I’m not joking. I can’t recall why we’re moving. And I don’t remember any Charlie Levine, either. Who is he? I’m serious. I don’t remember him. Do we commute together?”

She stared at him a moment, scrutinizing his face again and looking as if she was reluctantly giving him the benefit of the doubt.

“Sometimes you do,” she replied. “Seeing the house hasn’t stimulated any memory?” she asked in a softer tone.

He shook his head. “Sorry,” he said.

She sighed deeply.

“We’re moving to a nicer community and we’re moving because of my work,” she said. “It’s a little longer commute for you, but we agreed the trade-off was worth it. Does any of that sound familiar?”

“What work? What do you do?”

“I’m a graphic artist, Aaron. I’m working for an advertising firm there.”

He thought a moment.

“And I’m an architect, right?”

“Yes. That’s how we first met. You were designing a building for this firm I was with in Westchester,” shesaid and shook her head. “I can’t believe I’m doing this, Aaron. If you’re telling me the truth and this amnesia is so deep and complete, you need to see a doctor right away, even if you were the victim of some practical joke and someone put drugs in your drink. Who knows how serious that can be? I should have taken you to the hospital emergency room instead of home.”

They drove into the garage.

“I guess I will see a doctor if this doesn’t end soon. Certainly by tomorrow.”

She shut the engine and then turned to him. “You honestly don’t remember anything? Your name, me, your eight-year-old daughter, Sophie, our whole life together? Ten years of memories, gone?”

“It’s like a blur. I try to remember and I see this foggy gray wall. Sometimes it’s even painful to try to break through it. It’s like a wall of smoke, yet I’m not a total idiot,” he quickly added. “I mean, I’m not absolutely mindless. I seem to be able to do things and remember everything that happens at the moment, but all the important stuff is gone, yes.”

“How do you feel otherwise?”

“Otherwise?” He shrugged. “Okay, I guess. I mean, no continuous pain, no headaches, nothing, but I did have these strange visions: people turning into bees, insects, fire in the train station, blood on the train floor.”

“Okay,” she said, sounding now like she truly believed him, “I’ll give you something to help you get a good night’s rest, and then in the morning . . .”

“You said we’re moving in the morning, right?”

“Yes, but because of my job we have all sorts of support systems where we’re going. We’ll be able to go right to a doctor in our new community, if need be.”

“Where are we going?”

“It’s called Driftwood. It’s only another twentyfive, thirty miles northeast of the city.”

“That’s appropriate,” he said. “It’s what I feel like . . . driftwood.”

She smiled.

“At least you haven’t lost your dry wit, Aaron. You’ll be all right,” she assured him. She started to open the door and then stopped. “Wait.”

“What?”

“You can’t show your condition to Sophie. She’ll get very frightened. You know she’s a very sensitive child.”

“I know now,” he said.

“And Mrs. Domfort, too. Why let the whole world know our problems? If you could remember her, you’d remember she loves to gossip.”

“Okay,” he said. “I’ll do my best.”

He followed her out of the car and through the door from the garage into the house. It took them directly into the kitchen, where the woman he imagined to be Mrs. Domfort sat across from his little girl at the small table in the breakfast nook. His daughter had Megan’s eyes and her color hair. She was in a pair of jeans and a pink and white blouse with a frilly collar, and her hair was braided. A small dimple in her left cheek flashed on and off as she moved her lips. She is adorable, he thought.

“Hi,” he said. “Sorry I’m late,” he added, which obliviously pleased Megan. She nodded to show him he had said the right thing.

“Thanks so much, Mrs. Domfort.”

“Oh, it’s nothing, dear,” the short, bluish grayhaired lady said, rising. She didn’t look much more than four feet two at the most with an ample bosom and wide hips. Her face was rosy, her eyes cheerful.

She looks like the generic grandma, Aaron thought, a model for a Hallmark Grandparents Day card.

“Sophie and I were just talking about your new home and how wonderful it was going to be for her to start a new school with new friends, weren’t we, Sophie?”

His little girl nodded.

“It’s like opening a surprise package. That’s so much fun, isn’t it?” Mrs. Domfort continued.

It seemed to Aaron she was asking him, and asking him in the same, childlike tone of voice as if he was the infant to comfort and not his daughter. He nodded, too, and looked at Sophie, who was gazing at him with her eyes narrow, almost suspicious, as she waited for his reaction.

“Yes, it will be fun,” he promised.

Sophie smiled.

“You took so long to come home, Daddy. We went to the train station and back, and you weren’t there. Mommy was mad at you,” she added, her eyebrows knitting together and her lips tightening in imitation.

“I know. I’m sorry,” he said.

I guess I’m not late often, he thought. He smiled ather and she smiled back, looking proud of the fact that he was offering her an apology. He could see it made her feel older, more like her mother.

“Is there anything else I can do for you, dear?” Mrs. Domfort asked Megan.

“No, Mrs. Domfort. You’ve done so much for us as it is. She helped me finish packing all day today, Aaron.”

“Oh?” he said. There were cartons of dishes, kitchen ware, silverware, all neatly and safely packed and stacked on the floor by the counters. He nodded. “Lotta work, moving,” he muttered.

“Anyway, we’re fine now, Mrs. Domfort. Aren’t we, Aaron?” she asked, raising her voice sharply.

“What? Oh, yes, yes. Thanks.”

“I’ll come around in the morning to help get you off. It breaks my heart to see you all go,” Mrs. Domfort said sadly, pressing her lower lip over her upper and looking as if she might actually start to cry. Her over-the-top reactions nearly made Aaron laugh. It was as if they were all in a big dollhouse or performing on some children’s show. He half-expected to hear music and see puppets pop out of the kitchen cupboards.

“You’re always invited to visit us, Mrs. Domfort. You know that,” Megan said.

“Oh, I know,” Mrs. Domfort said, “but Mr. Domfort hates to drive these days. He says everyone drives too fast for him, and I haven’t driven a car since I was twenty. I don’t want to tell you how long ago that was,” she added, smiling at Aaron.

“Well, if you can’t come to see us, we’ll come to seeyou, then,” Megan promised when Sophie looked disappointed.

Megan stepped beside her and put her hand on Sophie’s shoulder. Sophie pressed her cheek against her mother’s wrist. The touching was obviously very important, reassuring.

Aaron watched, warmed by the sight and moved to perform some affectionate act as well. Should he kiss his daughter? Did he always do that when he came home?

“What time are the movers arriving?” Mrs. Domfort asked. She looked as if she was asking him. He turned to Megan.

“Seven-thirty,” Megan replied. “So we all have to get an early night. C’mon, Sophie. Let’s get you into your bath and then ready for bed.”

When Sophie stood up, Megan looked at Aaron.

“Your platter is in the microwave. Just put it on for a minute and a half and everything will be hot enough,” she told him. “We left your dishes and silverware out and enough for our breakfast tomorrow.”

He gazed at the microwave and nodded.

“Okay,” he said.

“I want Daddy to read me a story,” Sophie said.

Aaron turned sharply and raised his eyebrows. Megan looked worried.

“Your father has to eat his supper,” Megan replied, her lips tightening.

“I want him to,” Sophie whined.

“It’s all right. I’m so hungry, I promise I’ll eat fast and come right up.”

“We’ll call you when Sophie’s ready after her bath.Eat something, Aaron. You need it,” Megan said and swung her eyes at Mrs. Domfort, who had remained to listen. He understood.

“Oh. Right. Okay,” he said. “I was so eager to get home, I didn’t stop to eat a thing,” he told Mrs. Domfort and went to the microwave. He studied it a moment and realized he’d have no trouble remembering how to use it. Did that mean his memory was returning? He couldn’t say for sure because he did remember so many basic things. But how can you forget just the important stuff? he wondered again.

“Well,” Mrs. Domfort said with a sigh so deep he thought her heart would burst. “Good night everyone. Have a restful sleep.” She smiled at Aaron. “I do hate to see you all go, Aaron, but Driftwood is a wonderful community. You’ll do your best work there.”

“Thank you,” he said even though he wondered what she meant. He watched her leave. Megan glanced at him and nodded before she took Sophie out.

“Come read to me, Daddy,” Sophie called back.

“I will!” he shouted.

Aaron stood there gazing after them. He had no idea what the rest of the house was like and that drew his curiosity more than his hunger drew him to the food. Nevertheless, afraid of doing something wrong, he started the microwave before exploring.

The house was obviously in a state of flux. The walls were bare. Furniture had been moved about. There were cartons on the floors. He wandered through the living room, hoping to find something that would jolt his memory.

He looked in the downstairs bathroom, the dining room, and what was probably his or Megan’s little office-studio before he heard the microwave buzzing. Nothing had seemed familiar; nothing opened a floodgate of recollections. Quickly returning to the kitchen, he took out his food, set it on the table, and started to eat. It was roasted chicken, a pat of creamy mashed potatoes, and string beans. All of it was tasty, and as soon as he began, he realized he was ravenously hungry. He practically gobbled it all down before he heard Megan calling from the top of the stairway.

“Sophie’s ready for you, Aaron.”

“Coming!” he cried back and swallowed some water to wash down his food. Then he went to the stairway and started up, studying the carpeted steps, touching the carved banister carefully, studying the lines, looking for something to sting his mind and like a key open a locked door.

Still, nothing happened.

He paused at the top of the landing. Megan stood there in anticipation.

“Well?” she said.

He shook his head.

“Nothing significant yet,” he said. “It’s all still quite a blank to me.” He gazed down the upstairs hallway. “I don’t even know which room is hers,” he said in a loud whisper.

She sighed and lowered her shoulders as if she carried the full weight of his malady.

“First door on the right, Aaron,” she said. “Be sure you don’t let her know anything. Getting up andmoving away from her friends and school is traumatic enough for a little girl her age.”

“I won’t,” he promised.

He took a deep breath and stepped into his daughter’s bedroom. It was stark because everything had been taken off the shelves and the walls. Sophie looked so much smaller in the queen-size canopy bed. He saw that the drawers had been removed from the dressers and the vanity table. The mirror was taken down and boxed. It lay atop the table. Just a pair of old-fashioned twin rag dolls remained alongside Sophie. In the corner was a doll almost as big as she was.

Sophie’s hair was spilled down her face and over the fluffy pillow. Her eyes were bright with anticipation. The book he was to read rested on her lap. He glanced at the chair beside the bed and then moved quickly to it.

“Well,” he said. “What do we have tonight?” He looked at the book.

“It’s the same book as last night, Daddy.”

“Oh. Right,” he said. He widened his eyes with surprise at the title:Sophie Moves to a New Home.

“You and Mommy bought it for me last weekend,” Sophie said.

He stared at the book and then he looked toward the doorway. Megan stood there, watching and listening.

“What a coincidence,” he remarked. “Sophie moves to a new home.”

“Very funny, Aaron,” Megan said.

He shook his head. “What?”

She glanced at Sophie.

“You know I had it made. I did the art and you did the copy.”

“Oh. Right,” he said. He looked at the book. “Right.” He opened it and sat back.

“‘Sophie was unhappy,’” he began. “‘She thought moving to a new home was going to be sad, but boy, was she in for a surprise.’”

He looked up at Megan.

“I’ll be waiting for you,” she said softly, undoing the top buttons of her blouse. “Maybe I can do what has to be done to get that memory of yours back on track. The first and last night in your home is supposed to be special,” she added with a naughty smile. “And anyway, Aaron, it’s in love and sleep that we learn to trust each other, remember?”

He widened his eyes and stared after her.

He should feel terrible, he thought. He should absolutely be in a state of great anxiety. His heart should be pounding. He should be in a sweat. He should want to scream, especially after the terrible hallucinations and all.

But he didn’t experience any of that at the moment.

Instead, he was settling into this house and this family like someone who was lowering himself into a warm bath, someone who didn’t want to remember anything, someone who just wanted to close his eyes and feel good and forget the world.

Which was what he had done.

“What happens next, Daddy?” Sophie asked.

He wanted to say he didn’t know.

But instead, he began to read the story he had supposedly written. Vaguely it sounded like something he might have done, he thought, but everything was still too far out there for him to touch.

How precious is something as simple as your own name, he concluded.
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