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1 — A Slight Lapse

lifted my face from a rumpled sofa cushion and looked around 
the room.  Morning.  And a pretty rotten morning at that.  
Maybe it was the rain pounding on the window behind my head 
(or the tiny 1812 Overture pounding between my ears) but I 

hadn’t slept well.  In fact, now that I really thought about it, I 
couldn’t say for sure that I had slept at all.  I felt like hell.

I think I must have rolled over on my other side at this point.  I 
remember gazing up at my rustic living room ceiling…  At my rustic 
living room walls and furniture…  And finally at my rustic living 
room floor as I toppled off the sofa with a thud.  A couple seconds 
later someone started beating away at the front door, which rounded 
the thing out nicely.

By the time I stumbled to my feet, the rat-tat-tatting had reached 
a truly inspired level of racket.  I opened the door and peered out 
into an uncertain world.

I was glad I did.  On the threshold stood a striking young 
woman—in her late twenties I would have guessed—slim and fair, 
and very, very soaked.  She had the most stirring color of green eyes 
I had ever seen in my life.  Not hazel exactly but a bright and stun-
ning green.  She also had a smooth and peachy complexion and a 
cute little figure.

Mostly she was soaked.

I
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“Could you please…”  She hooked back a strand of golden 
blonde hair from her face and continued, “Could you please help 
me.”

I blinked at her once or twice.  I didn’t know what she needed, or 
how rain drenched I would become because of it, but whatever it 
was, I was the guy for her.  “Come in, come in,” I said, tucking in my 
shirttails, and she came in.  “I’ll start a fire,” I remarked, stepping 
over to the wood-burning stove.  It still felt warm to the touch.

She nodded blankly—and rather listlessly too.  Heat, whatever its 
many merits, did not appear to be what she was after.  She stood by 
on the outskirts of the room, rubbing her hands together, while I fid-
dled with the poker.  Once I had fanned the flame, nearly catching 
my sleeve on fire twice, she seemed to relax and I felt better as well.

I offered her the sofa and asked her to start at the beginning.
“That’s just it,” she said, “I don’t know where the beginning is!”
I blinked at her two or three times.  I was intrigued.  The girl was 

beautiful and mysterious, my favorite combination.
“Start anywhere,” I suggested.  “I’m not picky.”
“I can’t—”
“Here’s a thought.  What’s your name?”
“I don’t know!”
She couldn’t have found me more sympathetic.
“Did you have an accident?”
“I don’t know.”
“A fall?  A bonk on the head?”
“I don’t know.”
“Have you eaten any bad shellfish lately?” I inquired, getting 

technical.
“I.  Don’t.  Know,” she told me.
I began to sense a certain annoyance from my beautiful guest.  I 

couldn’t blame her.  I’d be pretty annoyed myself if I couldn’t re-
member what I’d forgotten.  I waited patiently while she collected 
her thoughts.

“All I can remember is standing outside, staring up at your 
cabin.”  

I looked at my cabin.
“And then the rain soaking through my sweater.”
I looked at her sweater.
“And finally an icy shiver running up and down my spine.”
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I just let her finish her story.
“I don’t know how I got here or where I came from.  I can’t re-

member anything.”
I patted her hand.  “The important thing is not to panic.  We’ll 

figure this out together.  Let’s start at my cabin.  You were outside.  It 
was raining.”

“Yes?”
“Well, that’s all I got so far,” I admitted.  “But bear with me.  Are 

you hungry at all?”
She shook her head.  “No, but please, don’t let me keep you from 

your breakfast, Mr. —  I’m sorry, I don’t know your name either,” 
she said, and then laughed at the absurdity of  it all.

I laughed with her.  (As it turned out, it would be my last truly 
carefree moment for some time to come.) 

“That’s not surprising, my dear.  My name—  And we can forget 
all that ‘Mr.’ stuff—  My name—”  I trailed off.  An icy shiver had 
just run down my spine and it had nothing to do with any rain.  
“Holy crap, I can’t remember!”

And I couldn’t.  Really.
Perhaps that tumble off the couch had jostled my mind.  Or 

maybe I was just such a princely host that I would do anything to put 
my more amnesic guests at their ease.  I didn’t know.  All I knew for 
certain was, when it came to my identity, I didn’t know a damn thing 
for certain.  Apparently I was the sort of guy who called hot young 
chicks “my dear,” but other than that, a complete blank.

It suddenly dawned on me that I didn’t recognize this rustic 
cabin.  It was news to me that I even had a rustic cabin.  The worn 
tapestries on the floor, the wood stove, the row of knickknacks along 
the mantelpiece with the truly grotesque porcelain elephant at the far 
end—you could file these all under “Duh.”

And this girl, this fantastic girl, had the same problem as I had—
this fantastic girl who was no longer on the sofa.  I spun around to 
see her heading for the door.

“I suppose you think you’re real funny,” she said, and swept out 
into the rain again.

I reached the covered porch—evidently I had a covered por-
ch—in time to watch her hurrying down the garden path and into 
the woods.

I lived near the woods apparently.
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2 — A Total Haze

stood there in a haze.  It had to be the liquor.  That was the an-
swer, surely.  I had obviously overindulged the night before and 
as a result my mind had come temporarily unstuck.  That had to 
be it.  Any second now I would sober up.  My memory would 

kick in and I would be my old, unforgettable self once again.  Any 
second now.  Just need to give these things time.  Any minute.

It wasn’t kicking in.  What’s more, I didn’t feel hungover.  My 
head still had that nice musical thumping sensation, but I was pretty 
sure the timpani wasn’t due to alcohol.  This was something else.

I drifted down the steps of the porch and onto the garden path.  
The air felt cold and wet, and it wasn’t long before I was jamming 
my hands into the pockets of my jeans, trying to keep warm.  On the 
upside, the rain had started to let up.

I continued to drift, down to the edge of the forest.  There’s a 
problem with drifting, however, or so I quickly discovered.  If you 
have no idea where you’re going, you’re apt to get there pretty fast.  
That’s what I did.  I paused about ten feet in and evaluated my pro-
gress.

I had no idea where my visitor had gone.  I wanted to call out 
her name but of course I didn’t know her name.  I didn’t know any-
thing about her.  I considered yelling “Woman!” but somehow yelling 
“Woman!” didn’t seem quite right.  I had already had my fill of “My 
dear” and “Yo, blondie” wasn’t me either.  “Lady” had potential, but 

I
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upon reflection, it sounded a bit too Jerry Lewis for my tastes, and I 
was pretty sure I hated Jerry Lewis.

I decided to compromise—
“Honey!”
It sounded too awful for words.  I might as well have shouted 

“My dear.”  It didn’t help that my voice cracked under the strain.  I 
had been hoping for a passionate wail, the sort of searing cry that 
sends the birds flapping out from their trees.  What came out 
sounded more like the reedy piping of a lovesick muskrat.  I sounded 
like a dork.

I was starting to freeze up here.  Minutes passed—cold, icy min-
utes—and still no answer.  I removed my hands from my pockets and 
began rubbing my shoulders in a futile attempt to get some heat go-
ing.  On about the sixth pass I paused, partly because I was looking 
down at my feet and realized I had no shoes on; and partly because I 
thought I could hear something.  I listened closer, and was able to 
make it out clearly now—the sound of  twigs distinctly snapping.

Everything went quiet again.  I couldn’t shake the feeling that it 
was a sort of artificial quiet, though.  The sort of quiet that is almost 
too quiet.  I started to walk back to the cabin.  I could hear the snap-
ping noise revving up in time with my movements.  I halted, and the 
noise shut off at the source.  Someone was definitely dogging my 
footsteps.  I don’t know why I suspected it.  It could have easily been 
my beautiful blonde friend keeping a thoughtful distance; or some 
particularly inquisitive woodland creature intrigued by my presence.  
But I did suspect it.  I suspected the crap out of it.  Maybe it was the 
memory loss.  Perhaps I was suspicious of snapping noises by nature.  
Whatever the reason, I distrusted it.

I picked up my tread again, gradually as before, and then sud-
denly broke out into a full gallop.  Moments later, I was bursting 
through that familiar entranceway, on a line for my old pal, the 
wood-burning stove.

The fire felt nice and warm.  In fact—not to overdo it on a theme 
here—it almost felt too warm.  Someone else had been stoking the 
fire.  And if  not me, then who?

I shook my head.  Obviously I hadn’t been gone as long as I had 
thought.  Either that, or I was just a really brilliant fire-starter—a 
man who, when he lit a fire, it stayed lit.
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The fire no longer intrigued me.  I gazed around at the cabin, 
hoping for some kind of  sensory recall.

I started at the mantel.  An old brass clock, indicating five past 
eight.  Never seen it  before in my life.  Toy roadster, wooden, painted 
yellow and green.  Nada.  Porcelain elephant, tiny chip in its trunk.  
Glossy coating.  Made in Bingham stamped on bottom.  God bless 
Bingham, thought I, and placed it back on the shelf.

I turned away and surveyed the rest of the living room.  There 
was a folded newspaper on the coffee table, complete with pen, sug-
gesting that someone, perhaps me, had been giving the crossword a 
try.

I picked it up and stared at it.  The scrawled notes in the margins 
gave me an idea.  Finding a nice clean space, I began to take stock.  
“What I Know,” I wrote.

I paused, tapping the pen to my lips.
“Lives in cabin,” I began.  It was a start.  I looked at my ring fin-

ger.  “Not married,” I listed.  Again I paused, and I suspect my face 
clouded over here.  I pictured my recent guest, and felt better.  “Likes 
women,” I continued.  I glanced out the window at the trees.  “Likes 
trees,” I wrote.  I focused on the mantelpiece.  “Hates elephants.”

I took a mental step back here, wondering if I was making any 
actual headway.  I started a new list.  “What I Can Remember—In 
General.”  Much better.

Except it wasn’t.  It’s pretty hard remembering what you can re-
member without any cue or starting point.  It’s like someone asking 
you to be witty and charming.  You need a lead-in.  I soldiered on.  I 
wrote down “Eggs.”  I could remember eggs.  Also bacon.  Steak.  
Pretty much all food.  I was hungry.  I tried a few more items, even-
tually returning to the steak and eggs motif, and soon grew tired of 
this activity as well.

It was around this point that another of those curious noises, a 
sort of faint snuffling sound, began to lean on my subconscious, as if 
to say “Psst, buddy, down here.”

It started as a mere suggestion of sound, like a noise in a day-
dream.  Then it became louder, then more noticeable, and I soon 
realized that it  was in the room with me.  I revolved around, all ready 
to enjoy my next bewildering encounter of  the morning.

It was a dog.  A small furry dog at my feet.  I was pretty sure it 
was a Maltese, though with shorter hair than you usually see.  (Dog 
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breeds I could remember fine.  Everything else—)  At the sight of 
me, it gave a little bound of excitement; barked uncontrollably for 
perhaps three tenths of a second; and then squatted on the floor and 
piddled.

This done, it scurried off  and I returned to my list.
“Owns incontinent Maltese,” I noted.  It didn’t occur to me to 

wonder why I hadn’t seen the miniature wombat before then.  I had 
too much on my mind to delve into the movements of any roving 
fluff-balls.

It wasn’t long after the introduction of the resident pee-pot that a 
certain amount of growling could be heard manifesting itself from 
the far reaches of the cabin.  I tracked the Maltese’s grrs down a 
short hallway.

I carried the paper along with me, although I had pretty much 
given up on my list-making by now.  I didn’t need lists, I needed an-
swers.  I needed that girl, and very possibly a dog trainer.

I reached the end of the hall and saw there were two bedrooms 
here and a bathroom.

I went with the bedroom straight-ahead.  It was a pretty typical 
bedroom.  Bed, bureau, smattering of art.  It did nothing for me.  
There was a generic feel about this place.  Too neat and plain.  It 
seemed to me that if this was my home, I must not be a very dy-
namic personality.

Pausing to peer about for a wallet or cell phone or anything else 
that could tell me who the frig I was, I was about to move on when I 
noticed a standing mirror in the corner.  I sidled up and gave it the 
once-over.

I hadn’t expected to recognize the face staring back at me and I 
wasn’t disappointed.  I didn’t recognize it at all.  Properly considered, 
it wasn’t a bad face.  Plain, honest.  A pleasant face.  I mean, it was 
nothing special.  For one thing, it needed a shave; for another, I could 
have sworn my right eyebrow was an eighth-of-an-inch higher than 
the left one.  But, all in all, not bad.  If I had been slotted to appear 
on some exciting new TV show called This is Your Face, I wouldn’t 
have minded getting stuck with it.

I was about to take a stab at my age—thirty perhaps?—call it 
twenty-nine—when the Hound of the Baskervilles came online 
again.  It was making a nuisance of  itself  in the other bedroom.
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Well, you know how it is with us guys with faces.  Stick us in front 
of  a mirror and it takes us awhile to pull ourselves away.

I finally turned from my reflection and proceeded across the hall 
to investigate.  My furry friend was there, wrestling with a shoe on 
the other side of the bed.  Its tiny fangs were grinding away rapidly, 
as it bravely attempted to get a toehold on the subject.

I wondered whose footwear it was.  I was still walking around in 
my socks—for all I knew it could have been my shoe the creature was 
devouring.

I rolled up my newspaper, only to find that I needn’t have wor-
ried.  The shoe wasn’t mine.  It was already attached to a foot, this 
attached to a leg, this attached to a corpse, this corpse shot in the 
chest by a crossbow bolt.

That cleared that up.
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3 — A Complete Blank

knelt by the remains.  The figure was male, kind of a fireplug in 
shape, and totally dead.  He was wearing a brown wool sweater 
damp with blood, tan wool trousers and a black scarf, also wool.  
I put him down as a wool fan.  The way his head was cocked had 

covered his cheek with the scarf and pushed his glasses askew (thick 
black frames bedewed with tiny droplets of  rain water).

Then, of  course, there was the crossbow bolt in his chest.
Careful not to add my fingerprints to the evidence—I wasn’t a 

complete moron—I poked his glasses into place with my trusty pen 
and slid the scarf down.  His face was mustached, ruddy in complex-
ion and quite rough, like burgundy sandpaper.  I liked mine better.  I 
didn’t recognize him (no shocker there) and for a minute I sat back 
on my heels, wondering who could have killed him and why.  He 
seemed like a decent sort, for a corpse.

Suddenly the corpse spoke, and I sprang back from it, ramming 
my not entirely unpleasant face into a solid wood dresser in my pa-
th—teak, if  I remember correctly.

The Maltese, pausing to squat and tinkle again, darted from the 
room, no doubt feeling its presence was no longer required here.

It was just me and the dead guy now: apparently not as totally 
dead as I had figured him.  I scooched over and tilted my ear to lis-
ten.

“Heat,” I thought I heard him say.

I
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I nodded sympathetically.  If I had been a corpse, I probably 
would have found it pretty nippy in there too.  “I’ll call for help,” I 
whispered.

He shook his head and said “No time,” softly.
Unfortunately I didn’t quite make this out, and replied, equally 

soft, “Half  past eight.”
He glared at me.  “Not the time, you ignoramus.  No time.”
I had nettled the poor guy.  Even still, I didn’t see why he had to 

get personal about it.  He drew me in closer.  He might have called 
me an ignoramus again, I can’t be sure.

“Ka—” he began.  “Ka—”
“Ka—” I said with him.  Ka.  Ka.  Was he trying to pronounce 

ka-ching?  First Heat, then sound effects?  It didn’t make any sense.
“K-eat-s,” he concluded.  Keats!  He had been saying Keats, not 

Heat.  He had sort of muffled the “s,” you see, and well, it had really 
sounded like Heat.

“Keats,” he said more clearly.
I was totally with him now.  He was enunciating beautifully.  

Keats.  A man named Keats had evidently shot him or knew who 
had shot him.  “Keats who?” I asked.

He reached up and gripped my shirt.
“The answer—  lies—  with—  Keats,” he told me.
The line was said with such emphasis, with such a resounding 

weight to the words, that I had no choice but to lean back and con-
sider it in the spirit in which it had been uttered.

The answer lies with Keats.  I took it all in.
“What answer?” I asked.
He shook his head again.  “Cretin,” he remarked, and was gone.
He was really dead this time.  Really dead and kind of  rude.

I must have gone out into the living room after that.
I sat down on the sofa, shot a withering look at the Maltese (now 

running in circles at my feet), and tried to concentrate.  I probably 
kept at this for a good twelve seconds or so before a voice behind me 
spoke.

“I must apologize,” it said.

12  SHERBAN YOUNG



I bounded up, creeped out to no small degree.  Expecting to see 
my plucky houseguest again, coming out to say how sorry he was for 
speaking crossly, I shivered from head to toe.

The speaker was not the corpse.  This was a totally new visitor.  (I 
might not have known my identity, but whoever I was, I was Mr. 
Popularity today.)

The new guy was older than my other guest—mid-sixties, gray 
haired, with twinkling blue eyes and a full though well-cropped salt-
and-pepper beard.  He was robustly built, pretty brawny for a man 
his age; and while his manner was undoubtedly perceptive, even a 
tad piercing, he managed to convey a sort of cheery indifference as 
well.  He seemed friendly.

Seeing me jump, he took a cautious step forward.  “And I’ve star-
tled you to boot.  I must learn not to sneak up on the people I’m 
trespassing on.  Please excuse me for barging in.”

I said “Um sure,” or something equally brilliant, and he smiled 
and looked relieved.

For some reason I focused on his attire more than anything.  He 
was casual but not too casual: open-collared shirt (plaid), V-neck 
sweater (dark green) and an old yet richly-appointed tweed sport 
jacket, which looked like it could tell a tale or two.  I think it was the 
blazer that mesmerized me the most.  I stood by, transfixed by it, 
wondering what kind of tweed you called that and whether it itched 
or not.

“You see, I’m here for my dog,” he said.
The word awoke a vague recollection on my part.  Dog.  Dog.  

There was something about dogs that I knew.
At my feet the growling Maltese tugged gently at my pant leg.
My guest’s twinkling blue eyes twinkled even further at the dis-

play.  “I can only assume she got in through the front door, which is 
ajar by the way.  She’s constantly on the lookout for someone to rub 
her belly.”

He pointed down, and I saw that, indeed, the pup had curled 
over on her back, exposing her rose-colored stomach.

Declining to give her more than a cursory tickle, I scooped up the 
pooch and handed her over, explaining, somewhat incoherently, that 
I thought the dog was mine.

My guest appeared confused but affable.  He asked me if I had a 
Maltese too, to which I replied that I wasn’t sure.
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Uncertain what to do with this comment, he opted to introduce 
himself  instead.

“Enescu Fleet,” he declared, pronouncing the first name beauti-
fully—which of course he would.  It was his name.  “Perhaps you’ve 
heard of  me?”

I was forced to let him down.  
“It’s no matter.  If the Enescu is too much of a mouthful, most of 

my friends call me by my initials—Ee Ef—spoken together phoneti-
cally, like the letter F.  Ef.”

I nodded.  F.  Quaint.
“Are you here for the hootenanny this weekend?” he asked.
I replied that it was entirely possible that I was (whatever this 

hootenanny may be) and he took this partial answer for what it was 
worth.

Silence.  Nearby, the wood stove had dwindled down to its last 
few embers.

You would have thought my inability/reluctance to reciprocate in 
the introductions would have put my new friend off.  Nothing of the 
sort.

Turning toward the stove, he offered to stoke the fire for me.  I 
said it wasn’t necessary but found myself discussing the issue with his 
broad, tweed-covered back.  Apparently the offer, presented in the 
form of  a question, had been merely rhetorical.

Watching him build the flame back up with an expert hand, not 
burning himself even once, I realized that my earlier paranoia might 
have had some foundation, after all.  He very well could have been 
the person who had attended to the wood stove while I was outside 
searching for befuddled blondes.  And if he had attended to it, then 
how long had he been here?  And if he had been here, what had he 
seen?

“Wow, that’s great,” I said, once he had finished.  “Looks like 
you’ve done that before.”

“Nothing to it.  We have one in our cabin too.  Very cozy.”
This tidbit didn’t help me at all.  Or did it?
“Your cabin?”
“Yes.  Across the way.  Much more homey than you would expect 

from a hotel.”
Hotel!  It made perfect sense.  I was in a hotel room cabin.  No 

wonder it was utterly devoid of  any personality.
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Back to the inquisition.  “Been here long?” I inquired, meaning 
my cabin.

“Oh, only a day or so,” he answered, and I frowned.  That wasn’t 
what I meant and he knew it.

“What’s your dog called?” I asked.  It was my considered opinion 
that no one could talk idly about dog names if they had recently wit-
nessed a crossbow-ed corpse in the back bedroom.  I eyed him care-
fully as he answered.

“Don’t think less of me,” he smiled, dusting off his trouser legs, 
“but her name is Pixie.  My poor late wife, you see—  Oh, you little 
fathead!”

Having already been called worse that morning, I hardly even 
noticed the comment.  It was just as well.  The fathead remark was 
not directed at me.  The dog Pixie, finding the door still ajar, had 
somehow managed to paw it open.  Before we could react, she had 
scrambled out through the egress.  All the girls were doing that to me 
today.

By the time we caught up to her, she had scooted around the 
back of the house and was in the process of springing up in the air in 
a haphazard fashion.  Using an overturned canoe as her spring-
board, she was trying to take a chomp out of one of the back win-
dow sills.

Personally, I welcomed the change of venue.  Outside was good.  
Cold but good.  I was now almost certain that Mr. Enescu Fleet had 
not seen the corpse in the back bedroom.  This would buy me time 
to work out what to do.

I didn’t know what to do.
On one hand, I had come to like old F.  He seemed like a good 

‘un and I could use all the good ‘uns in my corner I could stand.  On 
the other, could I trust him?  Could I trust myself ?  I had no idea 
who I was, who anybody was, and no clue who had shot the man in 
my cabin.

My cabin.  I couldn’t be sure that I hadn’t—  I didn’t want to go 
there.

Fleet was busily concluding the legacy of the dog Pixie:  “My late 
wife, you see, named her.  It was her dog not mine.  But with her 
gone, well, you understand—”

I said I understood.
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“It’s been a pleasure meeting you,” said Enescu Fleet, after an-
other prolonged silence.  He shook my hand.  “Speaking of names,” 
he asked, releasing his grip, “I don’t think I caught yours?”

I’m ashamed to say I chickened out.
Half of me wanted to reveal everything I knew—granted not 

much—sobbing on his tweedy shoulder if the feeling so moved me.  
The other half, the half that won out, decided silence was best.  Until 
I had things figured out I would do well to remain a lone wolf.  Go 
solo.  I just needed to give this guy a name and he would leave me to 
it.

I like to think that I would have come up with something better 
than John.  In fact, I’m pretty sure I had settled on Rex, I don’t know 
why, when Fleet cut me off  before I could answer.

“Oh, for goodness sake, she’s off again!” he said, nodding toward 
the furry white blur.

Together he and I scurried back around the side of the cabin.  
Pixie easily outdistanced us, darting back in through the open door.  
I really had to start shutting that.

Inside, Fleet announced himself stymied.  “She must have gone 
into one of  the bedrooms.  Hold on, I’ll check.”

With these words I had a sudden change of thought on the whole 
reveal-nothing premise.  Going solo was overrated.  I needed to ex-
plain everything before my elderly neighbor saw all for himself.  (It 
never occurred to me to go back and grab the mutt myself.)

“Wait!” I shouted, and crumpled down on the sofa as I said it.  “I 
can’t keep up this facade any longer.  I’m in a tough spot here.”

I told my story pretty well, I think.  I told him about waking up 
on the couch, the girl, the mutual memory loss, everything.  Happy 
to get all this off my chest, I prepared to give him the most important 
tidbit of  all.

“Back here,” I told him.
I led the way down the hall and pushed open the bedroom door 

on the right.
On the bed lay Pixie, tummy up as usual.  On the floor there was 

no corpse to be found, sweatered or otherwise.
Typical.
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