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ACCLAIM FOR NICOLE KRAUSS’S
MAN WALKS INTO A ROOM


“A provocative first novel … beautifully written, intellectually engaging…. Krauss has a remarkable feel for what is ultimately unfathomable.”

—Chicago Tribune




“[A] deft comedy of unfamiliarity…. [A] lucid consideration of the metaphysics of mind-shuffling…. Krauss celebrates the anything-but-simple art of human connection.”

—San Francisco Chronicle




“A meditative debut novel about the pleasures and dangers of forgetting … a chilling addition to the annals of amnesia lit.”

—The Village Voice




“A deeply philosophical novel, one that strikes upon the nagging paradoxes of modern life…. With the character of Samson Greene, Nicole Krauss puts a human face on these concerns, and—in prose that shimmers with intelligence—tells us his potent and memorable story.”

—The Sun-Sentinel




“Krauss’s work is both dreamy and precise, direct and mysterious, like a more austere Ellen Gilchrist or Ian McEwan.”

—Bookforum




“Memory and the ramifications of losing it are explored with all the precision of a CAT scan…. Charges bravely into a tangle of difficult questions.”

—The San Diego Union-Tribune




“An evocative, finely written first novel that is a true work of fiction.”

—A. M. Homes




“Unique…. Intriguing…. It is impossible to read this book without wondering what you would do in the same situation; that reason alone is enough to pick it up.”

—The Denver Post




“Ambitious, cohesive, intelligent, precise and accomplished…. Remarkably fresh…. Everything in this novel works.”

—The Raleigh News & Observer




“An incisive novel of self-invention.”

—Details




“A sharp, impressive first novel that leaves one looking forward to her next outing.”

—Santa Fe New Mexican




“Nicole Krauss, with this remarkably felt, sharp-witted debut novel, strides into the forecourt of American letters.”

—Susan Sontag
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FOR BEN





You shall not discern the footprints of any other;
you shall not see the face of man;
you shall not hear any name—

—EMERSON, “Self-Reliance”




PROLOGUE
June 1957
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GIRLS GIRLS GIRLS reads the sign on a chain-link fence and we whistle and cheer as the bus slams past, churning up a cloud of dust in the basin. An angry black fly buzzes against the window and someone tries to singe it with a cigarette. The stubble of sagebrush is endless, and Kohler says you wouldn’t be more than a day dead before the coyotes would clean you. Right before we left Pendleton, Kohler got a tattoo of a girl who wriggles when he flexes, and he rolls up his sleeve for the sixth or seventh time today.

When we pass a road sign saying a hundred miles to Vegas we whoop again, leaning out and drumming the bus’s flanks until the ribbon of asphalt twists off into the distance. Someone says he heard that the first shot they exploded over Bikini had a picture of Rita Hayworth taped to it, and that gets a few snickers. Kohler’s been to Vegas and he talks about how we’re going to check into the Desert Inn on our night off, play the nickel slot machines, see Shirley Jones.

At 15:13 we slide into Desert Rock, stretching and jogging around on the tarmac to work out the stiffness. It’s a hundred and ten degrees or hotter, the kind of heat that makes your head split. The shower of a distant rain cloud evaporates high in the air before a drop of it ever reaches the desert.

We’re issued a fresh set of fatigues and afterward there are no immediate duties, so we find a patch of shade and watch as a few guys set out in a ragged band to investigate, joking and pushing as they disappear into the distance looking for craters.

At night the sky is pure astronomy.

We do nothing for days but wait, trying to lose time by sleeping or hunting lizards on the cracked desert floor. We are living on the bed of an ancient lake, someone writes home, there are fossils to prove it. We take a drive to a ghost town near Death Valley, standing at the crossroads dueling with our hands cocked like pistols. Occasionally someone plays a scratchy recording of Johnny Mathis or Elvis over the P.A. We drink to keep our blood from getting thick, water by day, beer by night. We watch the girl do a jerky dance on Kohler’s biceps. The wind blows continually in the wrong direction, a strange wind that unsettles us, swirling the dust in restless eddies. We eat our meals with sand between our teeth. When the wind finally shifts, orders come through that the shot will take place at 06:30. We rise at 04:00.

The test shots are named for scientists or mountains, except for the one we’ve come for, Priscilla, suspended seven hundred feet above the ground in a helium balloon. A bulletin is sent out to civilians warning of damage to the retina caused by looking at the fireball as far as sixty miles away, but miners will still scrabble up to the top of Angel’s Peak like it’s the Fourth of July.

We ride the thirty miles out to Frenchman Flat in the back of military trucks, pinned with radiation badges, now colored a safe blue. Two thousand yards from ground zero the trucks come to a halt and we stumble down, half-asleep. We get down into the foxholes until we’re eye level with the desert floor. A thousand of us are almost nothing on that endless flat, like ants from above, like something only a little unusual, not a species but a small event that doesn’t think of itself as history. We are mostly quiet now, listening to the coyotes and the scratch of the desert until the bitch boxes start screaming orders through the thinning dark. Later some of us will be sent to Vietnam, and when we are sweating in our tents, crawling with spiders, our skin infected with fungus, we will remember this, the simplicity of it.

While we wait a caravan of trucks rumbles by with the frightened jostle of live animals. A thousand yards ahead we see them push out nine hundred pigs, herding them into foxholes and pens. Some of the pigs wear brand-new field jackets with liners to be tested for durability. A handful of rabbits for the scientists’ continued efforts to record the effect of flash blindness.

There are fifteen minutes before countdown. Fifteen minutes for us to think about Vegas, of the time we shook Ike’s hand, of drummers in the big bands like Krupa who could finesse a set of drums, make them talk without hammering at them, of the soft piano music in the clubs in California. Fifteen minutes for another Chesterfield, to absentmindedly notch little holes in the trench wall with our fingers. A thousand thoughts, a small cross section of a moment in America. Our helmets askew, not yet strapped on. The pants of the new fatigues still starchy. The sun rises in glory as if it had yet to invent the desert. Two minutes for the newspapermen to settle into their seats at Control Point, men in suits with tickets in their hatbands who would narrate this to no one.

A thousand men with their arms across their eyes like girls at the movies, listening to the lone, amplified voice count backward from ten. This is June of 1957, before the countdown becomes synonymous with rocket launches that will send astronauts beyond the earth’s atmospheric vacuum.

And then a noise we’ve never heard before. Something like maximum volume. Even with our eyes closed we see a flash of hot white light from a bomb four times as big as Nagasaki, so bright there are no shadows. We count to ten and look and what we see is the blood coursing through our own veins and the skeletons of the men in front of us. The X ray of a thousand GIs, their bones like a desert slide show. The yucca trees stand out in relief, the mountains are aluminum.

The bitch boxes scream for us to stand up and we rise, stunned, moving without thinking except for the boys who are on the bottom crying and praying. We rise up and as we do we’re slammed with a shock wave of hot air like it’s going to rip our heads off. It knocks us back, and the ground pitches. We are too panicked to wonder about the logic of our orders. We obey because it’s the only way to make it through alive.

The air is dark as a comic book doomsday. How can I explain that we took this personally?

Another wall, a moving flash flood of dirt and debris, pelting us with sticks and stones and other things we can’t think about just now, some of us half-buried. There is a moment of strange calm, like a deep pause of respect before the singing of the anthem. Then we can no longer breathe. There is no air left as the pressure reverses and comes sailing back toward ground zero, calmer, sadder now as the detonation begins to collapse in on itself, a vacuum that threatens to suck everything in. We are fighting for air, every man for himself as the debris settles, and then we see it, the thing we have come for: a huge fireball going up on the back of the mushroom cloud like the devil mounting heaven. The most beautiful thing we have ever seen, boiling in its own blood, rising to forty thousand feet and spreading until it obscures the sun, spreading above our heads and raining down the remains of the desert. We cannot think. There is no room left in our minds for anything but this.

Fourteen miles away, at Control Point, it blows the doors off the hinges. The Geiger counters have to be calmed like scared horses. Nearby, highway travelers pull off the road and stand by their station wagons dazed and blinking, scouting the sky for aliens. The blast is felt at Mercury and Indian Springs, heard as a rumble as far as California and Reno. In Utah a wave of heat blows through children’s hair, flattening their T-shirts against their chests as they run and twirl under a flurry of ash.

When the silence finally settles we stand and march forward for the assault on ground zero. A thousand men, our film badges blushed scarlet, like girls who’ve just been kissed.


ONE
May 2000
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WHEN THEY FOUND him he was halfway down the only stretch of asphalt that cuts through Mercury Valley. The two police officers saw him up the road, ragged as a crow. He looked at them blankly when they pulled up next to him, neither surprised nor grateful. They asked him questions that seemed to confuse him, and his gaze slipped past them to scout the desert. He didn’t struggle when they frisked him. They opened his wallet and counted out twenty-three dollars and change. They read his name and address aloud to him but his expression registered nothing. The man before them in a filthy suit bore almost no resemblance to the bright, focused face on the New York State license; sun had darkened his features and dust had worn itself into the creases of his skin so that it was impossible to believe he was only thirty-six. They assumed he’d stolen the wallet, and though it was clear he was dehydrated and confused they locked his wrists together as they led him into the car. He sat rigidly in the backseat, at a forward tilt with his eyes fixed on the road. They called him Samson not because they believed it was really his name but because they could think of nothing else to call him.

While they treated him in the emergency room in Las Vegas for whatever he was suffering, one of the police officers put in a call for a search on Samson Greene, d.o.b. 1/29/64. When it was discovered that Samson Greene had been missing for eight days, last seen walking out of the gates of Columbia University and down Broadway into the clear afternoon, things began to get interesting. Someone in the Twenty-fourth Precinct in Manhattan was able to connect the police officer to the social services agency where Samson’s wife worked, and after speaking to three people he was finally put through to her. Hello? she said quietly into the phone, already informed of who was on the other end. Is he alive?

There was a short, confused discussion: what did he mean, they weren’t sure if it was him, didn’t his license say Samson Greene?, to which the police officer didn’t want to reply, Lady, Samson Greene could be lying in a ditch somewhere outside Vegas having taken a knife to the chest from the man who’s now a card-carrying member of the West Side Racquet Club, the Faculty of English at Columbia University, the Museum of Modern Art. Are there any distinguishing marks? the police officer asked. Yes, she said, a scar down the back of his left arm. She paused, as if Samson were lying in front of her and she was inspecting his body. And a birthmark above his shoulder blade. The police officer said he would call her back as soon as he knew anything, giving her the number of the pay phone out of courtesy. She insisted on waiting on the line, so he left the receiver hanging off the hook while he went to check whether it was in fact her husband on the gurney. A nurse passing by picked it up and said, Hello? Hello? When there was no answer, she hung up. A minute later the phone rang but no one was around so it just rang and rang in urgent bursts, each ring separated by a brief, desperate silence.

Later they were able to reconstruct most of his journey from the receipts for bus tickets in his pockets, from the few accounts of wit nesses who recalled having seen him—a waitress, the manager of a motel in Dayton, Ohio—confirmed by the ghostly flicker of his image caught by the wandering eye of security cameras. When they eventually played these tapes back to Samson he smiled and shook his head because he could not remember where he’d been or why he’d gone there. In a way that she couldn’t explain, alone in her own sadness, those images made Anna Greene want her husband terribly, as she hadn’t since they began to share a bed, a car, a dog, a bathroom. In one of them, the only one in which you could see Samson’s face clearly, he was standing at the checkout desk in a Budget motel outside Nashville. He was holding open his wallet and his face was tilted upward, his expression as peaceful and absorbed as a child’s.

While Anna was looking down from the plane on the rucked mass of Nevada cut by a glinting vein leading to Vegas, the neurologist, a Dr. Tanner, was studying a CT scan of Samson’s brain. By the time Anna arrived at the hospital, disheveled, wheeling behind her a small suitcase none of whose contents she could remember packing, Samson had been diagnosed with a tumor that, all those months lost in work or sleep, had been applying its arbitrary, pernicious pressure on his brain. The heat during the drive from the airport had been, even in May, almost unbearable. Now Anna was shivering in the air-conditioned hospital, her damp shirt clinging to her back. She couldn’t understand, nor was anyone yet able to explain to her, how Samson had gotten to where they’d found him, some nowhere in Nevada. It was with great difficulty that she registered the words of Dr. Tanner, who was sitting across from her now. It’s about the size of a cherry, pressing on the temporal lobe of his brain, most likely a juvenile pilocytic astrocytoma. And in her own mind—clear, unthreatened by disease—Anna imagined the shiny dark red of a cherry nestled into the gray matter of the brain. Once, five or six years ago, they had pulled off the road in Connecticut to follow a painted sign that said Cherry Picking. They’d driven back through the early summer evening with two baskets and stained fingers, the windows open to let in the smell of cut grass. As she listened to Dr. Tanner’s voice and his patient, kind pauses, Anna sensed he was a happy man, one who would drive home in his soundproof car listening to classical FM, to his wife with her bright and easy laugh—a man who did not wake each day to the misery he’d left slumped in the chair the night before. She felt envious of him, envious of the nurses passing in the hall who were happy enough to dress themselves this morning in starched uniforms, envious of the orderlies and the janitor pushing his gray mop along the linoleum floor.

Dr. Tanner continued: After the surgery we’ll perform a biopsy and hope it’s benign, he said, a word, Anna thought, that seemed unkind as all euphemisms are, and as Samson had once pointed out to her. Dr. Tanner turned the CT scan around and slid it across the desk to her, leaning forward in his chair to trace the atlas of Samson’s brain with the cap of his pen. It came to rest on a yellow island in a continent of blue. He seems, for the moment, to be operating on a kind of autopilot, an awareness educated enough to get him across the country alone. Whether or not some or all of his memory functions have been destroyed permanently, or whether the surgery will itself incur such damage, is impossible to predict. Anna looked out the window to the hospital’s landscape kept evergreen by the steady dose of water meted out by sprinklers. She was thirty-one years old. She had been with Samson for almost ten years. She thought of the time he’d had a toothache so severe he cried, and also, inexplicably, of the time he’d sent her flowers for her birthday but on the wrong day. She turned back to Dr. Tanner and studied his face. If you remove it and it’s benign, she finally said, is there a chance he’ll be all right?, though by all right what she meant was the same. I don’t think you understand, Dr. Tanner said, his voice filled with the compassion that is sometimes confused with pity. Chances are his memory will be obliterated. He paused, a deep, medical pause, his fingers resting lightly on Samson’s brain. He probably won’t remember who you are.


[image: ]

WHAT HE REMEMBERED about opening his eyes was the clock on the wall above the door that read 3:30. He must have drifted in and out of consciousness for a while longer, because when he woke again the clock was gone and he was in another room with a window, the curtains pulled back to let in the sun. Later he tried to remember exactly what he felt and thought in those first hours, but unlike the sharp clarity of what followed, he could only recall the vague wake of the anesthesia. He wanted to remember those first pure moments without reference, when something had been removed from his brain and what filled its place, like air rushing into a vacuum, was emptiness. Though there was nothing else to call it, it wasn’t quite forgetfulness. He tried to explain this to Anna once enough time had passed that he learned, again, what forgetting was; it wasn’t like the amputation of an arm where the mind still feels an itch in phantom fingers. It was a complete eradication, the removal of both memory and its echo, and it was this that Anna couldn’t understand, this lack of regret. But how can one regret what, to the mind, has never existed? Even loss is an inaccurate description, for what loss is without the awareness of losing?

Weeks later, on the plane back to New York, Samson sat next to Anna, his head shaved and bandaged over the incision, the large envelope with his CT scans resting on his knees. He had lost twenty pounds, and the clothes he was wearing—the only things Anna could find in the cheap stores near the hospital—were unfashionable and didn’t fit properly. Out of the corner of his eye Samson saw that Anna was staring at him, but he was afraid if he spoke to her she might cry. He trusted her because she cared for him and there was no one else. When the plane began its descent into La Guardia, she covered his hand with her own, and as they touched down he looked at her hand, trying to make something of it. During the taxi ride through Queens, Samson pressed his forehead against the window and read the illuminated signs along the highway. When they crossed the Triboro Bridge and Manhattan rose against the night sky, Anna asked, “Do you remember?”

“From the movies,” he said, and leaned forward to see.

The benign astrocytoma they removed from his brain had been preserved on slides, and stored in the hospital’s pathology lab. The biopsy suggested that it had been slowly growing for months, maybe years, without effect. It was what they called a silent tumor, without the manifestation of symptoms that might have alerted anyone to its presence. Before the moment Samson had put down a book in his office at the university and closed his memory with it, there might have been small falters, moments when his memory lapsed into blackness before returning seconds later. But if these had happened there was no way of knowing now. All the while, the tumor had been forming itself in his mind like a nightmarish pearl. That late May afternoon, school just let out, the shouts of students floating in through the open windows, it had finally gained enough mass that its gradual exertion of pressure became too much. Between two words in a book Samson’s memory had vanished. Everything, save for his childhood, which days later in a hospital in Nevada he woke up remembering.

At first he couldn’t even remember his own name. Still, there were things, like the taste of orange juice, that were familiar to him. He knew that the woman who stood by his bed in the red shirt was pretty, though he couldn’t think of plainer faces against which hers stood out. These early signs were promising, and as the doctors tested him it became clear that not only had he retained a sort of intrinsic memory of the world but, more remarkably, he was able to lay down new memories. He could remember everything that had happened after the operation. The doctors seemed puzzled by this, and during teaching rounds they paused for a long time in Samson’s room. They continued to inject him with glucose, but as the days passed it was clear his memory loss wasn’t an effect of the edema. His particular scenario—retrograde amnesia causing the loss of all specific memories prior to surgery, while the capacity to remember still functioned—was highly unusual. And while Samson seemed to have forgotten his entire autobiography, he nevertheless knew that the flowers on the night table were called amaryllis and that the woman who stood by his bed, Anna, had brought them for him. And it was in opening his eyes to those obscure white blooms a week after his operation that something like a fragment from a dream dislodged itself and floated up to the surface of his mind.

It was the vivid color of the memory that startled him, a luminous blue. It was all around him, warm and smooth, and moving through it toward the glow of light he could hear muted sounds that seemed to come from a great, impassable distance. There was a felicity despite the slow pressure on his lungs that finally pushed him upward. He remembered that when his head broke through the surface of the water he’d been surprised by the chill of the air and the world that stood in perfect, microscopic clarity: the blades of grass, the night sky, the dripping faces of two boys illuminated by the pool lights. “Forty-three seconds!” one shouted, looking at his watch, then barreled down the diving board, leaped into the air, and clutched his knees, dropping into the water with a lucid splash.

In the days following his operation, memories from his childhood continued to appear in his mind with unnerving precision. It was as if the apertures of his eyes, confused by the outside world, had been directed inward and begun to cast, like a camera obscura, perfect images on the whitewashed walls of his mind. The hairline cracks of a sugar bowl on the kitchen table. The sun falling through the leaves casting shadows on his fingers. His mother’s eyelashes. Anna had been overjoyed, squeezing his hand each time he described to her what he could remember. That’s what she was at first, this woman who sat day in and day out by his bed, whose thin wrists he could encircle with two fingers: an audience for his memories. And although it alarmed him that she knew, like an informed agent, many of the years and places of those memories, he continued to narrate them to her because he sensed that she could help him. Again and again he described his mother to her, in the hope that Anna might find her and bring her to him. When he asked why his mother wouldn’t come, she covered her mouth and looked away.

“I love you,” she whispered, and in halting sentences she began to explain, weak with apology. He could not absorb everything she was trying to tell him. When she told him that his mother had died he felt it like the clean break of a bone and a sound came from him that he did not recognize. When he was too exhausted to weep any more he lay in silence, all his being drained to the flat line of the heart stilled.

Anna remained hopeful, despite the doctors’ warning that these recollections of his childhood didn’t necessarily mean Samson would recover later memories. It sometimes happened like this, they said. As if the preservation of those early years was so crucial that they were kept under the protection of another faculty of the brain, so carefully guarded that they survived intact when, in a trauma to the brain, all other memories perished. And so it seemed to be with Samson, whose memories, beyond the age of twelve, faded away into the future like footsteps.

When the taxi pulled up to their apartment building, Samson got out while Anna paid the driver. He stood bewildered at his door, unable to absorb that this was the very street he had lived on for five years, that before that he had lived ten blocks south, before that downtown, and before that in California, and so on back through innumerable rooms with their qualities of light, their different views. His belief in his past life was polite: the kind one manufactures when in conversation with the faithful. And though he knew almost nothing about the woman walking toward him now, he wanted somehow to please her, or at least not to upset her any more than she already was.

As Anna put the key in the lock, he could hear the sound of a dog’s excited whimpering and pawing at the other side of the door.

“That’s Frank,” Anna said, fumbling with the lock. Samson saw that her hand was shaking and he was about to offer to help when the key slid into place and Anna pushed open the door. The dog jumped onto Samson, knocking him against the wall.

“No, Frank, calm down,” she said, giving the dog a gentle tug on the collar. Frank turned around to lick her hand. She patted him on the head and he sat, obedient under her touch, peering at Samson with curiosity. Each stroke pulled the dog’s brow upward, widening his eyes and making his face appear comically surprised. Samson laughed and the dog shot out from under Anna’s hand and regaled him with snorts and a flurry of paws. He had an urge to grab the dog around the neck and bury his face in its soft ears, to curl up next to him.

Anna switched on the lights and Samson and Frank followed her into the living room. Its walls were lined with hundreds of books. A few faded rugs covered the wooden floor, and the room was scattered with chairs and lamps that Anna was now turning on one by one. It was a pleasant room and looking around it Samson tried to connect it to the woman walking through it. It was like her somehow, it shared a certain coherence.

When the room was completely lit—like a stage, Samson thought—she turned to face him. She had long, dark hair and a face that changed each time he looked at it. He’d overheard the doctors warning her not to expect anything of him, not to push him in the beginning to strain to remember. Not to look at him hopefully, expectantly, as she now was. He glanced from her to the books, the windowsills filled with plants, and when he squeezed his eyes shut he felt something flap up like a pigeon into the skylight of his mind. He opened his eyes.

“Did you read all these?” he asked. Anna’s eyes swept across the shelves.

“You did,” she said.

Later, during long afternoons at the library, Samson would read of miraculous cases in which sight is granted to the blind. As the bandages were removed, their families gathered around them awaiting the epiphany, so this is how it looks! But it never came because to see is not necessarily to perceive. The shapes the newly sighted registered had no currency with their brains, never conditioned to conceive of space. The colors had no bearing on the world they’d constructed out of time and sound. Reading these accounts—the bated breath, the sudden flow of light, followed by the confusion and failure of recognition—reminded Samson of his first days home. Anna, the rooms of the apartment, their things: he could see it all. But nothing yet had the weight of significance. Although the memories of his childhood were clear, they seemed marked by an otherworldly quality, so that now each thing seemed almost an archetype of itself, not yet trailed by a procession of associations and experiences.

The second night Samson was home Anna was exhausted and fell asleep before him. He lay in the dark, breathing quietly so as not to wake her. There was a sound of cars driving through the rain and laughter from a television floating up from the floor below. He felt uneasy in their bed, but couldn’t think of someplace else he longed to be. Though he couldn’t remember the many years that had passed since his childhood, the bedroom he’d grown up in seemed part of a vanished world that had existed long ago. Despite his awkwardness and confusion, he felt not like a twelve-year-old but a man of thirty-six. It was only that he couldn’t remember how he’d become whoever he now was.

He was grateful to finally be alone with his thoughts after the con fused days since the operation, the slow awakening from oblivion to the facts of his situation. There was so much he didn’t know—how his mother had died, whether he had been in love with Anna, whether he had been a good man—but he didn’t yet have the courage or even the means to ask. He didn’t yet know how to breach the distance between himself and another person in the form of a touch, a question.

He turned on his side to face Anna, careful not to wake her. It was the first time he was able to really look at her, to study her without meeting her eyes that always seemed to want something. Although he was slowly beginning to understand his situation, he felt less as if he had forgotten time than as if time had forgotten him. That he’d fallen asleep in one life and somehow passed into this one along the axis of a consistent heartbeat, so that some memory of where he came from, of who he was, had stayed with him. Of all the things he had been asked to believe, the strangest of them was that the woman who slept beside him now was his wife.

Looking at her, slack and humid in sleep, Samson tried to recognize her. He studied her bare arms and the bent of her fingers, then closed his eyes and searched for these things. He pressed the blackness for something of her that might be left lingering behind like perfume.

He moved closer. He wanted to touch her in order to feel what he had been like. To step into the role of Samson Greene like a character in the movies who assumes the clothes and car, who steps into the shoes, of another man. As if with his palm on the curve of her waist, mimicking the gestures of Samson Greene, he could step into his past. There is such a thing as tactile memory, the sensation of cold, sharp, or smooth, and he wondered whether somewhere in him was not the feel of Anna.

He could smell her now, a faintly sweet smell. Her chest rose and fell as she breathed, the outline of her breasts pressed against her cotton shirt. How many times had his fingers absently brushed across them, so that she had never pulled away in surprise? If he reached for her now without waking her, would her body submit to his hand or would it sense, somewhere deep in its own history of a thousand touches, the difference in this one? The intelligent body turning over on its side, away from him, unforgiving. They had not touched each other often at the hospital or since they’d come home. He hadn’t reached for her and she must have felt how his body was strict and uneasy with her. He was more comfortable petting the dog. When she had begun to change her clothes before bed, he’d been embarrassed when she looked up and caught him staring. In the dim room the sight of her pale body had shocked him.

If he could memorize her now, tomorrow he could look at her remembering. Anna wanted that. He began with her face, the arch of her brows. How did they go? An image came to him of his mother, the way her eyebrows rose when she was surprised. He remembered a box of puppets he had played with as a child. He imagined threads attached to Anna’s brow, her shoulders, elbows, fingers. If she moved now how would it be, if she got up and walked to the window? As she stood in the shadows of the streetlamps he would tug up the string attached to her right wrist until it brushed her cheek, collapse the string attached to the top of her head, lowering her face into her raised hand. His own hand hovered above her now and the desire to touch her body was so powerful he felt it might suffocate him. He began to float his palm down, but just before it reached her Anna rolled into him and nestled her head against his chest. Startled, he froze, his hand stalled in the air above the empty mattress.

His arm still raised, he slid off the edge of the bed. He felt foolish and ashamed and when he found that the bedroom door was shut, it seemed as if the room was closing in on him. He felt an overpowering desire to be outside. He turned the handle and slipped into the living room, his heart pumping as he moved toward the front door.

There was a noise in the kitchen and he halted, frozen in place. The dog turned the corner, his tags jingling. Frank cocked his head and looked at him.

“Shhh,” Samson whispered.

Frank hurried over, turned around, and sat at Samson’s feet. They remained like that for a moment, both facing the door. Samson leaned down and petted him.

“Hey, fella.” Frank breathed in his face.

Samson switched on a lamp. The living room was littered with crumpled cocktail napkins and plastic cups from the homecoming party Anna had thrown that afternoon. She hadn’t told Samson about it until the bell rang and people started filing in, complete strangers for all he knew, hugging him and pumping his hand, lining up to greet him while he sat pasty-faced in an armchair like some kind of demented Santa. Everyone seemed to hope to be the one he remembered, as if winning his recognition were a million-dollar sweepstakes.

Right away it was obvious that the party was ill conceived. A group of people stood uncomfortably by the crackers and cheese. A few kids hovered near their parents, nervous smiles plastered across their faces as if they’d been told they were being brought to see a sick man who should not, at all costs, be reminded that he was dying. Not only did Samson recognize no one, he also couldn’t seem to recall anyone’s name even after they’d introduced themselves, and so during the brief two hours of the party people took to announcing their names in loud voices before they spoke to him, as if he were not only amnesiac but deaf too. At first, once he understood that these friendly people hoped to share something with him, Samson had tried to be as cooperative as possible, smiling and holding a child on his lap. But soon the clamor of voices became too much and he began to feel overwhelmed and dizzy. The party came to a grim end when Samson locked himself in the bathroom and whispered to the kid who kept rattling the door to please go pee elsewhere because he was feeling sick.

“I’m sorry,” Anna had whispered through the door once everyone had left, “I’m so very sorry.” Samson had unlocked the door and when he saw her eyes fill with tears he felt she might break if he didn’t take her in his arms.

Now he walked around the empty living room, examining its contents as one might if left alone in a stranger’s house. There was a photograph of him on the shelf, sitting on a low stone wall with a flash of red leaves behind him. He picked it up and searched his face for clues about what he had been thinking when the shutter clicked. He remembered how while watching a television show at the age of three, he’d been shocked when he’d caught sight of himself on the screen, sitting Indian-style on the floor with the other kids in the studio audience. The camera zoomed in on his face. He’d never told anyone about it. It was something he felt sure had happened; he had been in two places at the same time, and for many years he was faintly aware of the presence of that other self carrying on somewhere. But he never again came across any proof of it again, and with time the belief in his other self dwindled away like an imaginary friend, until he forgot about him altogether.

He lifted one photograph after the next, studying them. He found it was easiest if he thought of the man in them not as himself but a stranger. This wasn’t difficult since he still hadn’t gotten used to his own face. When he passed his reflection in the mirror he was overcome by a wave of nausea, the primitive reflex of an animal whose instinct suddenly fails him. He didn’t know what he expected to see. His mind had not yet formed an image of himself.

He felt sick and nervous, and hurried back around the room turning all the photographs facedown. He began pacing around the cramped space as if he were the wild boy raised by wolves that he’d read about as a child, whose first night indoors was spent in panic, looking for a way out. He dragged his fingers across the spines of the books; there were hundreds, maybe thousands of them. Their orderliness disturbed him, and he pulled a few off the shelf at random. Not satisfied, he grabbed whole armfuls. Things fluttered down that had been lodged between the pages, movie stubs and newspaper clippings and a postcard with a lighthouse on the front.

He turned the postcard over. August 18, 1994. Dear Anna, Today I finished the last page, and now I am thinking of you. That was all he’d written. He must have put down his pen and looked out at the water, and then placed the card between the pages of his book and forgotten about it. He felt a sudden fury, that the man he used to be could so easily trail off in midsentence, that he could forget to finish a letter to his wife with impunity. A man who could go away and come back, who could write home or not, who could leave off from the page and disappear into the afternoon—and nothing would be held against him. A man who was not a freak, who was loved and recognized by dogs and children alike. He ripped the card into pieces and heaved open the window. He was surprised to feel hot tears on his face. He leaned out as far as he could and opened his hand, and as the shredded bits of the lighthouse fell through the air he stuffed his knuckles in his mouth and howled, a cry so high-pitched that it was almost soundless.

He watched the bits of paper settle on the sidewalk below. A woman hurrying on her way somewhere stopped and looked up. Samson leaned back into the shadows. The forgetting was beyond his control; it was said and done now, and even if he’d wanted to he could not wish the lost time back. It angered him to have so little choice in his own fate—to go to sleep in the liberty of childhood and wake up twenty-four years later in a life he had nothing to do with, surrounded by people who expected him to be someone he felt he’d never been.

When he returned to the bed, Anna had moved back to her own side. Looking at her in the dim light of the streetlamp, he was struck by her beauty. He lay down and closed his eyes. With sleep came forgetfulness. He felt at home there.
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