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Dedication
To my wonderful daughter
You inspire me to be great every day
Remember
Robert Madigan couldn’t remember the last time that he had enjoyed a family vacation as much as this last one. As he drove down the interstate with his family in the back of the minivan, he smiled remembering the pitched tents and meals on a picnic table. Traveling to Michigan was not far from their suburban Chicago home, but it was an entirely different universe. It was a universe with no people bustling off to work; a universe with no taxicabs honking at each other; a universe without worry.
“You okay, dear?” his wife, Shelley, interjected.
He reached over and took her hand in his own. “I’m fine,” he smiled.
She smiled back, and he leaned over to turn up the radio. “Breakfast at Tiffany’s” blared through the speakers, and for once the kids didn’t object to his choice of song. Tanya, his 13-year-old daughter, was singing at the top of her lungs as was his 15-year-old son, Ryan.
The song ended, and Shelley turned the radio back down as the DJ read a news clip. “So, I don’t suppose you kids will continue to be this good once we’re back home, huh?” Shelley asked.
“Depends,” Ryan answered. “Is Tanya gonna help me clean my room every day like she cleaned the tent?”
“You wish,” Tanya replied as she smacked her bubble gum.
“Ah, now that’s the family I know,” Robert said. “I thought aliens had come down and stolen you all away from me.”
Shelley laughed. “So, when are your classes this week?”
“There we go. And my wife is back too. Thank you, Lord, for bringing them back to me safe and unharmed.”
She laughed again. “Stop it, Robert. I’m serious. I need to plan some budget meetings for work, and I want to plan around your night classes.”
Robert taught psychology at the community college, and his class schedule often varied semester to semester. As his children grew older, he taught a few night classes to bring in some extra money now that his family didn’t need him home as much. “I think my night classes are Monday and Wednesday now. I’ll double check when we get back home.”
“Are you ready for a whole new set of students? The overachievers and the underachievers?”
He smiled. “Oh, come on… I like the night classes. Generally, I get older students with full-time jobs that are taking the classes to better themselves – not because mom and dad are paying for it.”
“Mom and Dad are paying for what?” Ryan asked over the MP3 player streaming through his headphones.
“Geez – he hears what he wants to hear, doesn’t he?” he muttered to his wife. “Nothing, Ryan, go back to your Days of the Week.”
“It’s Days of the New, Dad. Geez.”
Shelley laughed again. He really did like to hear her laugh. Something about the tinkling sound made his heart light. It was the laugh that made him fall in love with her.
“This weekend was good, but you and I need to go on a date,” he suggested.
“Mmmm… that sounds good. In between meetings and classes and work and soccer practice. I’ll have to see if I can pencil that in.”
Robert smiled as he changed lanes. A light misty rain started to fall, and he turned on his wipers. “Stupid, weather men. They never seem to get it right. There was no chance of rain in the forecast.”
Shelley smiled as she squinted up at the signs. “Where are we at again?”
“Who knows? Cornville, Indiana?”
Shelley laughed again, and the world went dark.
Robert blinked as he stared across the dining room table at his wife. She looked tired. He could hear Tanya and Ryan in the other room playing a video game. He looked down at his cup of coffee, and shook his head. His temples throbbed at this small movement.
“Are you okay, hon?” Shelley asked
“Um… I think so. I’m feeling a little dizzy. I don’t know what’s wrong.” He touched his hand to his forehead. He felt a small gauze bandage. “What?”
“What is it?”
“I don’t know… I’m feeling a little confused.”
Shelley sat down with a sigh. “I know. The doctor said that it would continue like that for a while.”
“Continue? Doctor? What are you talking about?”
She sighed again, and Robert couldn’t help but feel sorry for his wife. He felt bad that he was obviously annoying her, but he couldn’t figure out why. “Honey, relax.”
Robert looked across the table at her. “What is going on?”
She took his hand in hers, and he remembered holding her hand in the van. That was such a great vacation, he thought. He smiled at the thought.
“What’s the last thing you remember?” Shelley asked gently.
“Remember? When?”
“Before this morning…sitting here. Just now.”
Robert wrinkled his eyebrows as he thought about that. It was a weird feeling. He remembered sitting at the table, but he could not remember walking to the table – or for that matter waking up – or even the night before. “I – I don’t know.”
“Do you remember being in the hospital?”
“The hospi-? No. Shelley, what is going on?” He grabbed the bandage on his forehead again, and Shelley looked at him with that motherly look of concern he had seen so many times when the kids were sick. “I – I can remember driving home with you and the kids, but then – then… I just can’t seem to…”
“I know. Robert, listen to me very carefully. I’ve told you this before, but hopefully this time you’ll remember. There was an accident. The kids and I are fine. We were driving home from Michigan; it was raining. A car jumped the median and hit the van head-on. Do you remember that?” Robert shook his head no. “The driver of the car had been drinking, and the car came so fast….” Her voice caught, and tears formed in Shelley’s eyes. “I barely knew what happened – the van was turned around, and the next thing I knew we were stuck in a ditch.”
“Oh my God,” Robert whispered.
“The kids were shaken up, but not hurt. I had a couple of cuts from the glass that needed stitches, but you were… you were pretty bad.”
“How bad?”
“The car hit your side. Somehow, your legs were okay – but your head must have hit the steering wheel, the police said. All I know is that there was blood everywhere, and you had passed out. I thought you were… you were…”
Robert stood up and took his wife in his arms as she cried. “I’m sorry, honey. I’m so sorry you had to go through that.”
She sniffed and looked at him. “That was scary, I’ll admit it. But the paramedics and doctors were so great. They let me know what they were doing every step of the way, so that when you finally recovered – it was easier for me to deal with.”
“Easier for you to deal with what? I’m still not understanding…”
“The bump to your head somehow caused a sort of… amnesia.”
“Amnesia? No… I know who I am… I remember lots of things.”
“I know. You’re just suffering from some short-term memory loss. The doctor doesn’t know if it’s temporary or permanent.”
Robert pulled away from his wife. “They think there is a possibility it’s permanent? That I’ll never remember it…ever?”
She shook her head. “It’s not just that…something must have…Robert, I’ve had a very similar conversation with you about this five times now. Every time I tell you, it’s just as traumatic for me – and it’s just as new to you. Right now, you seem to be more lucid than you’ve been for three weeks.”
“Three weeks? I’ve been out for three weeks?”
“Well, that’s why it’s hard. You haven’t been in a coma or asleep or even bedridden for three weeks. You’ve been functioning just fine. You just don’t remember the next day.”
Robert paced around the room as he let this sink in. He was desperately clinging to what he did remember. He was a psychology professor at the community college. He went to the University of Chicago where he met Shelley. He and Shelley were married on a sunny June afternoon. Their kids were Tanya and Ryan. How could he know all of that and not remember three weeks of his life? His breathing got heavier as he tried to bring back any memory of the last three weeks.
“Robert, calm down. I have some medicine you can take.” Shelley went to the cupboard and pulled out a bottle of prescription medicine.
Robert took a deep breath and tried to hold back the building anxiety. “No, it’s okay. I’m okay. I don’t remember, but I’m not sick. I don’t need medicine. I’m a professor of goddamn psychology. I just have to calm down and take my head back.”
Shelley smiled. “That’s the first time you’ve had me convinced.”
Robert smiled back at her and hugged her. “It’ll be okay. I just need to figure this out.”
Tanya and Ryan came into the room bickering about who had cheated during their latest video game duel. “Dad, you’re awake,” Tanya stated simply when she saw them standing there.
“Yes, I’m awake.”
“Is Uncle James still coming by?” Ryan asked.
Robert looked over at Shelley. “Yes, Uncle James is coming by,” she replied shortly.
“I get to play his character first,” Tanya called as she ran out of the room followed closely by Ryan.
“Professor Morton?” Robert asked his wife. He was the head of the psychology department at the college where he worked and was a longtime friend of the family. He had gotten Robert the teaching job after Robert and Shelley had moved into the suburbs.
“Yes,” Shelley replied. “He’s been worried about you. He’s come over a couple of times a week to check in on you.”
“Well, that’s good to know, I guess,” he smiled hesitantly. “I’m interested in hearing what he has to say…” Robert paused and thought about that. “…as long as he hasn’t said it to me already.”
Shelley smiled sympathetically at her husband. It was a long road ahead.
When James walked into the front room, Robert instantly recognized his old friend. They sat down on the sofa, and James just smiled at him. They sat in a strange silence for a few moments before Tanya and Ryan came running in.
“Uncle James!”
The kids plopped down on the couch next to James, and he smiled as he put his arms around them. “So, how you kids doing?”
“Good.”
“Good.”
“We just beat the next level of the new Zelda game,” Ryan said enthusiastically. “Want to see?”
“Maybe in a minute. I want to talk to your dad first.” He shifted his eyes to Robert as he said it.
The kids nodded and headed off for the basement, and the room fell silent once again. Robert rubbed the bandage on his forehead.
“So, how you feeling, buddy?” James asked finally.
“Not too bad. A little… um… confused.”
“Yeah. That’ll be the case for a while. How does your head feel?” James looked at the bandage.
“A little sore. It was hurting this morning when I…” He paused, and James looked at him expectantly. “Well, when I was sitting at the table. I honestly don’t remember waking up this morning. How weird is that?”
James smiled sympathetically. He examined the bandage and felt the area around the wound. “That’s normal. It’s probably temporary. What does the doctor think?” Robert just looked at him and shrugged. James chuckled. “Oh, I’m sorry.”
Shelley came into the room with a cup of coffee and handed it to James. “Doc Simmons still thinks it’s temporary, but he couldn’t give us a timeframe.” She curled up on the recliner across from the two men with her legs tucked under her. She tried to make her smile look encouraging. “It’ll be fine. He’s here with us – that’s all that’s important.”
“All that’s important? I can’t remember what I did yesterday!” Robert burst out without thinking.
Shelley looked at James then back at Robert. “I know, hon. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to diminish what you’re going through.”
“I just want to feel normal again. This is all very strange. When can I come back to work?” Shelley and James exchanged a look. “What?”
Shelley stood up and did not meet Robert’s eye. “Let me check on dinner while you two talk.” She exited the room as James stared off at her.
“What’s going on?” Robert asked his friend. “Why do I feel like you two are keeping something from me? I hate that.”
James shifted in his seat. “Well, Robert, it’s just… Shelley says your doctor doesn’t know how long this amnesia thing is going to last.”
“So?”
James rubbed his hands together nervously. “Put yourself in my shoes. If you were the head of a department, and one of your professors…”
“One of your best professors,” Robert interjected with a bite in his voice.
“One of my best professors was hurt and unable to remember what he did yesterday. What would you do?” James shrugged, but Robert could not believe what he was hearing.
“You’re my friend, man. What about that?”
“And I want to help you, Rob. But what do we do if a student tells you he’s going to miss a test, and you don’t remember he said that. I can’t risk putting students in an awkward position. That puts me in an awkward position.”
Robert stood up and started pacing around the room. “But my family…I need to support them. What am I supposed to do?”
James nodded. “The college can still provide you with a job. You just can’t work as a professor.”
Robert stopped and looked at him skeptically. “Then what I am I supposed to do?”
James took a deep breath. He knew Robert would not like this. “I’ve secured a position for you in the bookstore.” Robert glared at him, but he continued anyway. “Your doctor said that you can return to work in some capacity, and this worked out…”
“A bookstore clerk? I don’t have a degree in psychology to be a fucking bookstore clerk.”
“I know.” James stood to try and calm his friend down. “And you can have your old job back when you get your memory back.”
Robert’s face turned red. “I have my memory, just not…in bits I can…I mean…”
“Rob, I know you’re upset. But I also know that you understand.”
Robert sighed. “I know.” He looked into the kitchen where his wife was cooking. “And Shelley knew about this?”
James shifted again which always tipped Robert off that he was nervous. “I’m sorry but yes. Her and I spoke about it last week when I stopped by.”
Robert bowed his head. “Was I part of that conversation?” he asked with a hint of embarrassment.
James smiled sympathetically. “No. You had a headache and went to bed that night. Shelley was worried about you and called me over. She figured you would ask soon about coming back to work.”
Robert nodded.
“She’s a good woman,” James said after a pause.
“I know.”
The silence fell on them, and they simply looked at each other. “I’d like you to come see me once a week,” James said.
“For what?” Robert asked taking his seat again.
“I want to talk to you about everything going on. Maybe I can help you.”
“Like therapy?”
James shrugged. “I guess so. But don’t think of it as therapy. Think of it as a friend who is just trying to help get your memory back.”
Robert smiled as he relaxed a little. “And get my job back.”
James smiled and nodded. “And get your job back.”
Robert held out his hand to shake on it. “All right, I’ll come see you. But on one condition.”
James paused before shaking. “What’s that?”
“I don’t do the whole couch thing.”
James laughed and shook his friend’s outstretched hand. “You have a deal.”
Robert slid his timecard into the clock and waited for the punch. Nine a.m. The time had a whole new meaning now. Everything seemed different. At nine a.m. by his old time, he would be settling into his office with a cup of coffee going over papers. At nine a.m. by his new time, he was punching a clock. At ten a.m. by his old time, he would be preparing for his first lecture. At ten a.m. by his new time, he was shelving books and hoping that he remembered the morning the next day.
Robert sighed as he placed his card in the appropriate slot and headed toward the bookshelves. Kids meandered in and out of the store without much thought as to who put the books there. He picked up a stack of books and started finding their respective places on the shelf. A student walked up to him slowly. Robert tried to ignore him, but the student was staring.
“Can I help you?” Robert finally snapped.
“Professor Madigan?”
Robert sighed. This was the moment he had been dreading. “Yes,” he said with a hint of annoyance.
The young redheaded student rushed on without thinking. “There’s this rumor going around that you were doing work for the CIA, and they brainwashed you.”
Freshman, Robert thought. “You’re a college student. Do you think that’s true, Steven?” he asked looking at the kid like an elementary school student.
“Um, my name is Brad.”
Robert looked at him closer. “Really? Are you sure?” Brad nodded. “Hmm… maybe Steve was the name of the man that tortured me.”
Brad’s eyes grew wide. “Umm…I…I…”
Robert reached for the bottom of his work shirt. “I can show you my scars if you’re interested.”
“No thanks.” With that Brad walked away hurriedly. Freshmen were so much fun to mess with. And what was the administration going to do? Fire him? He’d claim he didn’t remember doing it, and they would keep him on out of pity. He might as well have fun if he was going to be stuck here.
“So you told the student that you were tortured?” James asked his friend.
Robert smiled. “I didn’t say it exactly like that.”
“You implied it.”
“No – I kind of said it,” Robert laughed.
James smiled back. “You can’t do that, Robert.”
“I know. I’m sorry. I couldn’t resist though. These kids are so gullible, and I’m-I’m…”
“Bored?”
Robert sighed. “Yeah. I’m bored. I want to be working again. I want to be teaching again. This bookstore stuff is awful.”
“I know. And we’ll get you back teaching soon. But we have to figure this out first. Once we do, you’ll be back to torturing students in your own way.”
“So, what do we do? You know how to shrink my head…get me to remember things?”
James shook his head and tapped his pencil on a pad of paper. “I wish it were that easy. But I can’t just flip a switch and turn on your memory. You have to go looking for it and want to turn it on.”
“You don’t think I want to remember?”
“I think you think you want to remember everything. But the brain works in strange ways. It shuts things out that it doesn’t want to remember – things that you don’t want to remember – whether you know it or not. You may have been in a lot of pain or seen images that you don’t want to recall.”
Robert shook his head. “The things I’m not remembering now are simple routine things. Not painful or difficult. And, besides, even if they were, I’m a big boy. I should be able to handle it.”
“And you will… in time.”
“So, what do I do in the meantime?”
“Well, let’s see.” James picked up a journal from the desk and flipped it over to Robert. “Take this.”
Robert caught the book and looked at it. “What is this?”
“It’s a journal. I want you to keep a journal. Write down things that you’re thinking or doing…things that you remember. If you keep writing, even when you have your blackouts, you’ll have a record of what you were thinking.”
“I don’t know…I’ve never really been much of a writer. This may end up being a bunch of gibberish. It won’t make sense when I eventually read it back.”
James smiled. “Oh, come on. It can’t possibly be that bad.”
“Ask Shelley. I used to write her love letters – or try to – when she studied abroad for a semester. She almost broke up with me over them. She thought it was an indication of my intelligence. She thought I was mentally challenged.”
James laughed. “Okay, okay. I get it. Well, how about a tape recorder? You got a tape recorder?”
“Sure. I used a tape recorder for years to record pieces of my dissertation on my way home from work.”
“Good. Do that again. Use the time on your way home to record your thoughts.”
Robert nodded. “Okay. Then what?”
“Then, once a week, make it a point to listen back to the tapes. Once you start listening to your own voice, your own thoughts, the blacked out periods will start coming back to you…at least that’s the hope.”
“Jim?” His friend looked up at his sudden serious tone. “What are the chances that I can be cured? Do you really think there will be a point where this will all go away?”
“I don’t know. But you can do one of two things here. You can either believe that you will never get better or believe that you can. I think that as long as you believe that you can get better, there is a good chance that you will.”
Robert nodded again at the wisdom. He was a psychology professor. He knew that he might not remember bits of what was happening to him, but he remembered a lot of the knowledge that brought him to be a professor. So, he knew the power of the human mind. He just had to take control of whatever was keeping him from remembering.
The next week was the hardest week that Robert could remember. He continued to have moments of black outs. They were never longer than a few hours, but he would find himself in a situation that he did not remember getting to. Moments came and went, and Robert did not know which ones he would remember. He just took things as they came and waited – waited for the day when everything would come together. He waited for a glimpse of his past that he didn’t remember before, but it didn’t come. Each day he woke up, and it was the same as the day before. His mind was choosing which moments to remember, and he couldn’t stop it. The weekends were the worst because he spent time with his family. He loved them dearly, but they doted on him now like he was handicapped. He was perfectly capable of handling things on a daily basis – he just didn’t always remember. He tirelessly tried to show them that he could do the things he had always done, but it always boiled down to them not trusting what he could and could not do. At least at work, he was able to busy himself with things so he didn’t see or hear the pity that people gave him.
“God I hate Mondays,” he mumbled as he put a used book on the shelf.
“Professor?”
Robert looked over and saw Stephanie, a psychology major who he had worked with over several years. “Stephanie, hi… how are you?”
“I’m all right. We’re managing without you this year… although barely. How are you doing?”
Robert sighed at the typical question he had gotten over the past week or so – at least the times that he remembered. He sighed in response and put another book on the shelf. “God I hate Mondays,” he mumbled.
Stephanie looked at him with concern. “Professor?”
Robert shook his head quickly as if coming out of a daze and looked over at Stephanie. “Stephanie, hi… how are you?” He wrinkled his eyebrows and looked at his favorite student. “Do you ever get a sense of déjà vu?”
Stephanie reached out to put a hand on the professor’s shoulder. “Professor Madigan? Is there someone I can call for you?”
Robert’s face broke into a smile, and Stephanie swatted his shoulder.
“Professor Madigan! That’s not funny.”
“I’m sorry Stephanie… it was a little funny.”
Stephanie cracked a smile. “You’re terrible. Seriously, professor, how are you doing?”
“I’m… I’m all right. It’s weird, to be honest. I mean, I’ve always had memory lapses from time to time. It’s part of life, you know? You go into the kitchen for something and can’t for the life of you figure out what you went in there for.”
Stephanie laughed. “Yeah – I do that all the time.”
“See? It’s a normal brain that’s always trying to prioritize, sort, store – whatever. But this… this is crazy.”
“What does your doctor say?”
Robert walked over to a footstool and sat down on it. “Well – it’s disrupting my day to day life, so I can’t do the things I had no trouble doing before. I can’t balance my checkbook, sometimes I forget everyday routine things – heck, I probably shouldn’t even be driving. And my doctor is worried about how often the memory lapses happen.”
Stephanie flashed a little smile. “So where’d you park your car today?”
Robert smiled back and shrugged. “I find if I just wander the parking lot, I can usually remember what the car looks like.”
Stephanie laughed. “Well, if it makes you feel any better, I can’t for the life of me remember names of people I just met.”
Robert’s smile fell. “I can’t remember the names of some of my relatives.”
Stephanie nodded thoughtfully. “Maybe you can make note cards or something. It helps me in class.”
Robert sighed. “Unfortunately, that would mean remembering the people in the first place to make the cards. Sometimes I wonder if I ever knew their names in the first place.”
“I can help you,” she suggested quietly. “Maybe practicing the note cards will help you remember.”
Robert looked at the girl with a smile but then sensed something dangerous there. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Stephanie.”
“Why not?”
“I don’t want to take advantage or put you in an awkward situation. I’m a teacher.”
Stephanie shyly fingered the book bag on her shoulder. “You are suffering memory loss problems – you forget that you’re not a teacher anymore.”
“You’re right – but I am married. I remember that.”
Stephanie laughed the comment off. “I was only joking, professor. I should get to class.”
She hurried off, and Robert ran his hands through his hair. What is going on? He asked himself. I’m under so much stress. I can’t handle this. He decided to go talk to James again.
The neurologist sat in the chair next to Robert in front of James’s desk. He had just given Robert a few mental ability tests, and they were scheduling his physical examination for the next day.
“Can I just ask, though, what does me peeing in a cup have to do with my brain activity?” Robert asked.
James covered up his laugh.
“Robert,” Dr. Simmons said as he laid his pencil down, “you know that it’s part of the process – just like the CAT scans and the MRI’s. It helps us make sure that there isn’t anything else going on.”
Robert looked at James and back to the doctor. “Doc, I got into a car accident – I’m pretty sure that’s what’s causing the memory loss,” he said as if he was talking to a child.
Dr. Simmons stood up and glared at him. “Stop it – you and I both know I’m just ruling out any other damage in order to prevent anything more serious.”
Robert’s face broke into a smile. “I know, Doc.”
The doctor shook his head in frustration. “It’s like dealing with my child,” he muttered. “Okay James, I will be in touch with you… dinner tomorrow?”
James nodded with a smile. “That sounds good.”
Dr. Simmons walked out of the office, and James let the laughter go. “Why do you torture that man?”
Robert shrugged. “It makes me happy.”
James shook his head and laughed. He opened up his notebook and leaned back into his chair. “So, you think you’re experiencing more memory impairments, yes?”
Robert sighed. “Look, I don’t want you to treat me like I’m crazy. I’m functioning normally.”
James looked at his friend. “Then what? You just wanted to meet with me and your neurologist because you forgot someone’s name?”
“Look, I made a joke – but I am worried that this is going to get more serious. Most people with mild cognitive impairment get worse.”
“Don’t quote text to me, Robert – some don’t.”
“I know. I’m just not feeling like myself. I’m thinking and saying things that I wouldn’t normally. I feel like I’m going crazy. But I don’t want to be treated that way.”
James took a breath. “Robert, you’re a psychologist, so I’m not going to lie to you. You could get better in a few days – or a few years, but I am telling you now – you have got to believe that you’re going to get better. And as for not feeling like yourself… Robert, you’ve been through quite an ordeal. You are going through quite an ordeal. Did you ever think maybe that’s why you’re acting different? You’re just adjusting is all.”
Robert stood up and paced the room staring at his friend’s certificates hanging on the walls. “I’m older than a lot of the people they’ve done those studies on, you know.”
“And your memory is going to get worse anyway with age. I don’t know what you want me to tell you. There’s no use worrying about things you can’t control.”
“Dr. Simmons mentioned to me about that drug test for people with MCI.”
“And, you’re considering it, right?”
Robert sighed. “And…I’m still thinking about it.”
James nodded. “So, let’s talk about how things are going at work.”
Robert sat down again and internally thanked his friend for knowing when to push something and when to let something go. He settled in and began talking.
Robert walked into the front door and hung up his coat. Shelley came walking down the steps and smiled when she saw him. “How are you, honey?” she asked quietly.
“Well, I was able to remember most of the day, and Doc Simmons wants to put me in a drug test. So, I guess I’m doing fine,” he said sarcastically.
Shelley sighed, and Robert noticed she looked tired again. “Don’t get irritable, Robert. The kids are happy to see you, and I don’t want you to snap at them tonight.”
“I’ll just pretend like everything’s great then,” he muttered as he walked into the kitchen.
Ryan sat at the kitchen table scratching his head. “I don’t get it,” he said to no one in particular. “Why don’t they just call it a bone?”
“Which one?” Robert said as he walked in and opened the refrigerator door.
“Nothing, Dad.” He bent his head over his biology book.
“What you think because I hit my head, I don’t remember the bones of the body?” He grabbed a bottle of beer and sat down next to his son. “Come on – hit me.”
Ryan closed the book. “It’s okay, Dad. I just have to study it. I’ll get it.”
Robert felt his face flush as he recognized the pity in his teenage son that he was getting from everyone else. He stood up and walked over to the chicken and rice Shelley had left out to start cooking. He stared at the directions on the cookbook in front of him and felt tears actually start to well up in his eyes.
“Everything okay in here?” Shelley asked as she walked over to where Robert was standing. She forced a smile, but Robert no longer felt like keeping up the façade.
“I’ll let you handle this,” he said gesturing to the cookbook. He hurried upstairs feeling like a high school boy again who couldn’t fit in.
He sat down on his bed and put his head in his hands. He closed his eyes and tried to remember the black holes in his memory. He could feel the tears leaking from his eyes as he strained to remember.
“Robert, I need to talk.” Shelley stopped when she saw him. “Are you okay?”
He looked up into his wife’s concerned eyes and shook his head. “I don’t know.”
She sat down next to him. “Are you feeling all right?”
“I don’t know. Physically – yes. Everything is just too much right now.” He slapped his knees in frustration and tried to take a deep calming breath. “I went to see James earlier. I told him that I want people to treat me like normal, but I feel like I’m going crazy.” He laughed at what was absolutely not funny.
Shelley put a hand on his shoulder. “This is all normal, Robert. It’s only been a few weeks since the injury. You can’t get down on something that could be temporary.”
“You know James told me it could be a few years? I knew it, but it was the first time I’d ever heard it.”
“Sweetie, you’re recovering. It’ll come back. It’s just too soon to tell when.”
Robert nodded, and Shelley noticed his tears for the first time. She reached up and wiped his face gently. Robert took her hand and kissed it. “I’m okay,” he said. “I know it could be worse. What did you want to talk to me about?”
Shelley shook her head and smiled at her husband. “It’s okay. We can talk later. I just want you to be okay.”
Robert slowly took the stack of books out of the storage room and headed to the shelves where the textbooks were displayed. He checked each one carefully and placed it on its appropriate shelf. One at a time, he tried to focus on the task at hand and not let his mind wander to the circumstances that he now found himself in. He looked up and saw a bunch of students lingering outside the door of the bookstore talking. One of them tried to nonchalantly point at him while they talked. He tried to ignore them and pretend he didn’t notice the attention his presence seemed to get in the bookstore.
He almost did not notice Doreen walk up. “Hi, Robert – how are you doing today?”
“Fine,” he said unconvincingly.
“You feeling okay?”
“I’m fine,” he said with a hint of annoyance.
“Okay – Okay. Don’t tear a friend’s head off for caring.”
He just glared at the woman who was trying to claim his friendship after only knowing each other a couple of weeks.
Doreen either chose to ignore his obvious annoyance or actually seemed to believe that they were friends. “So, did you hear about Gary’s incident this weekend with his girlfriend?”
“No, I didn’t,” he said flatly.
“It sounds like he’s going to be back on the college singles market soon.”
Robert sighed. He didn’t really care about the romantic soap operas of college relationships. Kids changed dates like he changed his underwear. He hated feeling like he was in the midst of that again. He wanted to be back in his psychology classrooms talking about Freud and Pavlov, answering questions about abnormal psychology and development. He didn’t actually think he’d see the day when he’d miss reading psychology essays, but he did. Maybe he’d talk to James about doing something back in the department. He could hear Doreen still talking to him, but he was no longer listening. He rubbed his head as he felt another headache coming on. He closed his eyes and rubbed his temples trying to drown out her voice. His head pounded, and he realized as he tried to focus back on Doreen that he couldn’t. As hard as he tried, his brain could not seem to focus back on the conversation. He couldn’t figure it out, and his head spun in confusion. What was happening? He needed to call his doctor.
Suddenly, he felt a burning sensation on his leg. He blinked and looked down to see a brown stain covering the right leg of his khakis. He smelled fresh coffee as his mind seemed to clear. He wrinkled his eyes in confusion, and the student cashier ran up with a few paper towels.
Robert took them from him and dabbed at the coffee stain. “Thanks,” he mumbled and walked away without saying another word. He walked past the bookshelves and into the back office, his mind a blur. He desperately tried to remember what had just happened. He was talking to Doreen, and then suddenly he was standing there with coffee on his pants. He sat down in the chair and put his head in his hands. He didn’t want to admit to anyone that anything was wrong. He wanted to be getting better. He wanted to go back to work.
Doreen walked into the office to join him. He tried to look nonchalant.
“Sorry – Doreen – I just came in here to try and get cleaned up,” he said.
Doreen looked at him with a smile. “I may only be a lowly bookstore manager, but I know better than that.”
Robert gauged how much he should say. “I’m just tired Doreen. I’m tired of everyone treating me like a sick puppy and laughing behind my back.”
Doreen nodded. “I understand, hon.”
“No you don’t. No one does.” With that, he grabbed his jacket from the coat hanger and walked out. He was going to his doctor appointment to try and figure out more about what was wrong with him.
The nurse walked out of the room after taking his vitals and history, and Robert stared at the wall. It was strange, he thought, that he could feel like he had all of his mental ability, and – yet – something still was missing. He had been through so many physical and neurological examinations since the accident, and he was tired of the tests. He wanted to just lie in bed and will himself to remember so he could get back to his old life.
Just as that thought passed through his head, Dr. Simmons stepped into the room. He had a printout of a scanned image in his hand as he sat down at the little desk.
“Is that the CAT scan results?” Robert asked gesturing to the paper.
Dr. Simmons nodded as he made some notes. “And the MRI.”
“Well – don’t keep me in suspense – what’s the prognosis?”
Dr. Simmons set his pencil down and looked at Robert in the eye. “Well, Robert, it’s like this…”
“It’s never good when a doctor starts like that.”
Dr. Simmons laughed and seemed to relax a bit. “It’s not as bad as you think. Your motor skills are fine – you responded well to both the physical and verbal tests we’ve given you. It’s actually amazing that you are scoring as high on the Coma Scale as you are.”
“Coma Scale? I haven’t been in a coma.”
“No – but we use the Glasgow Coma Scale to determine how much brain damage there may be.”
Robert nodded thoughtfully. “So, what do you think?”
“Well, the thing is – I don’t want to downplay the head injury. It does appear to be mild, and there are some indications of post concussion syndrome.” Robert looked at him questioningly, and the doctor laid out the scans in front of him. “These scans show me everything that they can about how your brain is functioning. All of our neurological examinations are normal. So, it appears in your case that the damage is subtle. The problem is that these tests can’t detect microscopic damage that occurs when fibers are stretched – which happens in mild injuries. It’s possible that you may be suffering from a result of that.”
“So, what do I do?”
“Well, basically, some of your nerves may have lost their covering which causes them to be less efficient. So, I think what is happening is that the quality of communication to the different parts of your brain has been reduced.”
Robert looked at the scans in front of him trying to comprehend what he was hearing. “And you can’t tell that for sure with all of these high-tech scans?”
Dr. Simmons smiled. “They help make the diagnosis, but they can’t confirm it. I can refer you to another doctor if you’d like a second-opinion.”
Robert shook his head. “No, doc. You’re my doctor. It’s just difficult for me to figure this all out. I mean, how long are we talking that I’ll be like this?”
Dr. Simmons sighed. “I don’t know. We have to keep an eye on some of your symptoms – the headaches and the dizziness. Obviously the cognitive problems are the most troubling, and – unfortunately – that could go on for a year or longer.”
Robert bowed his head in disappointment.
“I know this is difficult. But this is not a disability. You’re not epileptic, and there is no serious damage. It could be worse.”
“I know, Doc. I didn’t have a brain hemorrhage – which of course was everyone’s worst fear. I just feel like my recovery has been so slow. I mean, will I ever heal completely?”
“Well, you’re young, Robert. You weren’t unconscious for as long as others I have seen come through this door. I’m just not sure. This amnesia symptom is difficult to pinpoint. But there is a chance that it will heal.”
“A good chance?” Robert asked hopefully.
“I don’t know,” Dr. Simmons said honestly. “There are a lot of new studies on amnesia. You’re a professor – you might do well by reading up on some of those studies.”
Robert sighed again. “Well, Shelley will be thrilled it’s only a minor brain injury. I know it’s been hard on her and the kids.”
Dr. Simmons scribbled some notes down on a piece of paper. “I want you to come back and see me in two weeks. We’ll re-evaluate you then to see where you’re at.” Robert took the form and nodded. “Try to keep your stress levels down. And keep seeing Professor Morton. I know he’s a friend, but sessions with him will help you and your family.”
Robert nodded, stood, and shook the doctor’s hand. “Thanks, Doc.”
As he exited the lobby a few minutes later, he looked down at the form in his hand. He hated what it represented. He felt like he was given a death sentence. And, in a way, it was. It was the death of the life he had before the accident – a life he knew he might never get back. The injury was mild, yes, but there was no telling how long the amnesia would last. He tried to tell himself that he was lucky to be alive, but the words echoed hollowly in his mind. His head was a mixed up jumble of frayed wires, and, even if he recovered, his life would never be the same.
Robert’s head was killing him the next day. His headaches were usually mild, but today it was building into something bigger. It could be the stress of the day-to-day concerns, or it could be the depression starting to set in as he felt his sense of purpose slipping away.
“Robert?”
Robert snapped out of his reverie to see one of the ladies from the bookstore staring at him. He blinked. “Yes?”
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to bother you.” She looked at him like he had some type of infectious disease. He figured that most people didn’t really understand what he was going through. They seemed to wait for him to pass out. Even though he explained before that he still functioned during his “blackouts”, he just couldn’t remember what happened during that time, his friends and coworkers still didn’t know what to expect. “You have a phone call on the office line.”
“Oh, okay. Thanks.” Without giving her any more to stare at, he walked into the back office. He picked up the phone and hit the blinking line. “Hello?”
“Hi, honey,” his wife’s voice brought a smile to his face.
“Hey there. How are you?”
“Oh, you know. About the same. Look, I have a favor to ask you.”
She sounded tired again, and Robert felt guilty for dwelling on his own concerns. “Anything. What do you need?”
“Um… Dr. Wilson renewed my prescription, but I haven’t had a chance to stop at the drug store. I have to take Ryan to soccer practice tonight. Can you pick it up for me on your way home?”
“Sure. If I can remember.” Shelley let out a quick laugh. He knew that the laugh was to show that she knew he was trying to make a joke. But he also knew that she didn’t find it all that amusing. She was obviously taking a chance that he would remember the request later. “I’ll write it down, Shell.”
“Thank you. And – um – after I get home – can we just sit and talk for a bit before you turn on a game or disappear to the office?”
“Absolutely, hon. That sounds great.”
“Okay, catch you later.”
“All right. See ya.” He hung up and grabbed a piece of paper from the desk. He quickly scribbled on the paper: Pick up Shelley’s prescription at drug store.
In the past few weeks, Shelley had picked up a lot of slack around the house while he was at therapy sessions or hiding out in his office willing his memory to come back. He gave her a lot credit for helping him out, but he knew it didn’t come without cost. He was picking up some anti-depressants for her this evening. She could keep herself moving throughout the day, but standing still too long caught up to her in the evenings. He saw her struggling, but it was hard for him to help while fighting his own battles. She could cope with it for a while on her own, but her crying bouts at night would spiral out of control. She seemed unwilling to accept Robert’s lame attempts at help, so the doctor prescribed the medication about a week ago.
Robert felt a mixture of frustration and guilt every time he heard her crying at night. He knew that it was his fault, but what could he do? He didn’t choose to lose his memory, and part of him was irritated that she could not handle what was happening. He would never tell her that, but he sometimes wanted to yell out that he was the one with the problem. But he also knew that his problems had become hers, and hers became his. It was part of their marriage. He just hoped that they could survive it.
Robert drove down the street lost in his thoughts. He waited for the moment when he would suddenly be somewhere else with no memory. He was so frustrated with feeling like this – waiting for it. He sighed.
He reached over and grabbed the tape recorder from his glove compartment. He took a breath and stared at it for a moment. He hit the record button.
“This is Robert Madigan. I’m a psychology professor born and raised in Illinois.” He sighed. “Jesus, I’m not recording my life story. I just want to remember things.” He stopped and remembered James telling him to record anything he was doing or thinking. “I’m driving home from work – or at least my temporary job – hopefully it’s temporary. I can’t remember yesterday afternoon. One minute I was eating lunch, and the next I was driving home in my SUV.”
Robert turned onto the side street toward the drug store. “I remember talking with my wife over dinner last night, and I remember this morning. In fact, I remember all of today – which makes me wonder when the next hit will come. When will I stop remembering again, and when does it happen? Does something set it off? Or is it completely random?”
He turned into the drug store parking lot. “This is so stupid. Recording my thoughts right now isn’t going to help me remember everything.”
As he pulled into the parking spot in front of the local drug store, he heard a noise that he couldn’t identify. He looked around for the source of the noise, and the moment of darkness that he had been waiting for fell.
Robert blinked and he was standing in front of the drug store. The world spun, and his vision was blurry. He hadn’t felt this out of it in weeks. He started to realize he had just had another episode and wondered how long this one had lasted. He looked around and realized he was still in front of the drug store. Well, that’s good, he thought. At least it could not have been for that long. He looked down, and his clothes were spotted with blood. His hands were sticky, and in the glint of the streetlight, he saw the streaks of blood on them as well. He turned his hands over and over trying to figure out what was happening. He couldn’t remember how the blood got on him. The confusion swam over him. He closed his eyes and took a breath, trying to calm himself down. When he opened his eyes, he noticed the body lying on the ground in front of him for the first time.
“What – Oh Jesus,” he breathed. He shook his head and willed himself to remember. “What’s happening?”
He heard the sirens in the distance before he saw the police cars. What had happened? He tried to piece it together in his mind. He had pulled up in his car, and what did he see? He closed his eyes but could not see anything. His headlights had hit the side of the brick building, and… nothing. He couldn’t remember.
He forced himself to look down at the body in front of him. Dear God. It was a brunette woman in a white sundress with red flowers. Some of the red flowers blended together with the spots of blood on her dress. Her panties were pulled down, and he tried not to think about what that meant. As he examined her from his vantage point several feet away, he noticed a handprint in the blood in the center of her chest. He looked down at his blood-streaked hand, and his heart sank. “Oh no,” he whispered.
The police cars and ambulance rolled up, but Robert still hadn’t figured out what he was doing there. Was his handprint on that girl’s chest because he was trying to help her, or was it for a more malicious reason? He reached his hand up to his head without thinking and felt the sticky blood on his forehead. He tried not to pass out as he looked around.
An officer exited the car and ran up to Robert with his gun drawn. “Do you have a weapon?” the officer yelled.
Robert shook his head in shock. With his gun carefully trained on him, the officer walked up to Robert and patted him down.
“What – what are you doing?” Robert asked angrily.
“Yeah, buddy – okay,” the officer said as he continued his search.
Meanwhile, the paramedics ran over to the prone woman lying on the ground. Robert watched as they checked her vitals and instantly shook their heads. They walked back to the ambulance as another unmarked car pulled up. Two men walked out of the car. One had shoulder length blonde hair and a leather jacket, and the other was his opposite – he had short dark hair and wore khakis and a dress shirt.
An employee from the drug store walked over slowly with tears in her eyes. The detective with dark hair walked over to her with a notebook in his hand. “Are you the one who called the police?” he asked.
She nodded.
“What happened?” the detective asked as he started writing. Robert wanted to ask the same thing.
She shook her head and started to cry. The blonde detective walked over to her and put an arm around her shoulders. They sat down on the curb by the front door, and he talked quietly to her. Robert watched all this with interest. He didn’t expect the imposing man with the leather jacket to be the one with more compassion. But if there was one thing that his psychology studies taught him, it was that a person’s personality could rarely be completely judged by their appearance.
“Sir?” Robert finally realized that someone was talking to him. He looked up at the officer who had patted him down.
“I’m sorry?” he said trying to keep his head about him.
“What is your name?” he asked slowly.
“Um…Robert…Robert Madigan,” he said nervously.
“What happened here?”
“I – I…” Robert faltered. How could he possibly explain his situation? His answer was simple. “I don’t know.”
“What do you mean you don’t know? What happened?” he asked slower.
“I don’t know,” Robert insisted louder.
“Sir – Mr. Madigan… you have blood on your hands. How did it get there?”
Robert sighed. “I don’t know.”
The officer shook his head. “Dean, you better get over here,” he called to the detectives.
The short-haired brunette walked over to them. “What’s going on?”
The officer shrugged. “I don’t know. Ask Mr. Madigan here.”
The detective took out his notebook and looked at Robert. “Well?”
Robert was getting annoyed, and he didn’t know what to do about it. He was annoyed with himself for not remembering and not knowing how to explain that to the police. And he was annoyed with the officer for not understanding. “Well what?”
The detective looked a little taken back by the attitude. “What’s going on?”
“You tell me,” Robert retorted.
Dean sighed. “Sir, you were found at the scene of a crime. What happened?”
“I don’t know.”
The officer held up an arm as if to say, “see, I told you.”
“You don’t know?”
“I have a condition as a result of an accident. I have some memory loss.”
Dean laughed. “Memory loss. Yeah right. I’ve heard that before.”
“It’s true. I can get my doctor to back that up.”
“Okay. Sure. Stay here. Let me finish getting the witness statement over here. We’ll deal with you in a minute.” He looked at the officer and nodded to Robert.
Robert understood the gesture. Keep an eye on him.
Robert sighed. “I was picking up a prescription for my wife,” he finally said to the officer.
“Oh yeah?” the officer laughed. “You remember that, but you can’t explain how you have a dead woman’s blood all over you?”
Robert kept his mouth shut then. He couldn’t explain it, and he’d be skeptical in their shoes too. A Crime Scene Unit truck pulled up as did the County Coroner truck. Robert just watched all of the commotion. This wasn’t going to go well for him.
After a few more minutes talking to the drug store employee, the detectives walked over to him. By then, the woman’s body had been carted away, and reporters were starting to gather by the entrance to the parking lot. Crime scene tape had been erected around the area, and Robert was sitting in the middle of it all. It occurred to him that his wife was probably going to start to wonder what was taking so long. He was going to have to call her soon. Hopefully, he wouldn’t be calling her from the police station.
“The witness who called it in has never seen this man before,” the blonde detective said as he walked over.
Robert looked into the detectives’ skeptical faces. He was going to be calling his wife from the station.
Michael Holloway looked across the desk at his partner, Dean Bennett. “So, what do you make of him?”
“I don’t know. Memory loss is so unlikely,” Dean said. “Do you really believe him?”
Michael shrugged. “It’s a pretty ballsy claim if it’s not true. And he doesn’t seem like a dumb guy. He did say that he could have his doctor back up his story.”
“He could have a friend fake a doctor’s note.”
“We could verify any medical claim.”
“I know. I’m just saying that it could explain his quickness to offer a medical back-up.” Dean threw his notebook down in frustration.
“He had an ID from the community college. He’s a professor there. You really think that he wouldn’t think of the fact that we could verify that?”
“I take it you like his story?”
Michael leaned back in his chair. “I certainly think it’s plausible. And it won’t take long for us to verify any bit of it. His wife is coming in, and as soon as he’s done being checked in – we’ll question him some more.”
“You think he’ll lawyer up?”
“We’ll see. I have a feeling he won’t though. Something tells me that this guy doesn’t have much to hide.”
“No, he’s telling the truth,” Shelley said as she walked up to the desk startling the detectives. Michael and Dean both rose and offered her a chair. She shakily put her sweater on the back of Michael’s chair and sat. “We were in an accident a month or two back. So, now he has bouts of memory loss. I can get his neurologist to confirm it.”
One of the detectives took some notes on his pad. “What’s the name of the neurologist?”
“Dr. Donald Simmons.”
“Okay. And what was your husband doing at the drug store tonight, ma’am?”
“He was picking up my prescription.” The two detectives exchanged a look.
“For what?”
“I’m sorry… I want to be cooperative, but how is that helpful?”
“We just want to verify your husband’s story,” Dean said a little snippy. Michael gave him a look, and he sighed. “I’m sorry – it’s just late, and it’s been a long night.”
“He was picking up my prescription for anti-depressants,” Shelley offered.
Dean sat down and took some more notes down on his notepad while Michael scooted another chair a little closer to Shelley. “Have you ever seen Laura Cobb before?” Michael asked.
“Laura who?”
“The young woman who was raped and murdered tonight,” Dean answered.
“Raped and mur- no. I’ve never heard that name. I’d like to see my husband. Where is he?”
“They’re just finishing processing some things. One more question,” Michael asked gently. “Did your husband have any reason to hurt a young woman? Or – let me rephrase that – do you think your husband is capable of that?”
Shelley stood up with fire in her eyes. “I want to see Robert now, Detective.”
Michael nodded and led Shelley off toward the holding cells. He still did not know what to make of this man and his story. But he would definitely be keeping his eye on them.
Robert almost cried when he saw his wife. He was tired, and his body was screaming for a hot shower and a soft pillow. Shelley’s irritated glare at the detectives instantly softened when she saw her husband in the interrogation room. She ran over to him and took him in her arms. They were both crying.
“What happened?” Shelley finally asked.
“I don’t know.”
“You don’t remember any of it?”
“All I can remember is pulling into that parking lot. The next thing I knew, the police were pulling up, and that girl was – she was…” Robert choked back tears.
“I know, honey. Well, look – you’re not arrested. The police are letting you go. Let’s go home and talk about this there.”
“Mr. Madigan?” Shelley and Robert looked up to see Michael standing there watching them. “Your wife is right. We can’t hold you, but you are, as we like to say, a ‘person of interest’ in this case. So, we would really appreciate it if you didn’t leave town.”
“Why would I leave town?” Robert asked. “My family and friends are… do you really think I did this?”
Michael shrugged. “Did you?”
Robert just shook his head. He looked at Shelley who was obviously there to support him but was not sure what to think. Robert slammed his fist as he grabbed his paperwork. “Let’s go,” he grumbled to his wife as he stalked out the door.
“So, what do we do?” Shelley asked as she poured another cup of tea for her and Robert. They sat across from each other at the kitchen table – both shaken and tired. “There has to be some way of remembering what happened. Think, Robert. What’s the last thing you remember?”
“I told you – I pulled into the parking lot. I can picture the headlights hitting the brick of the building. But I can’t get past that. I can’t remember.”
“Did you see anyone in the headlights? Did you hear anything?”
“I don’t know, Shelley! You think I would keep it from you if I remembered something? I don’t know!” Robert slapped his hand on the table causing some tea to spill.
“Robert, relax – I’m just trying to help,” Shelley said as she wiped up the small puddle.
“No. You’re treating me like they did.”
“I am not. I am just trying to figure out what you went through. I want to help you to remember.”
“Well, you’re not helping. Nothing is helping. My mind is a complete blank. I cannot remember.”
“There has to be something that can trigger it…” Shelley said thoughtfully.
“Okay, Miss Fix It. You figure out how to do that. You figure out what James, and the police and I could not. You tell me how I can magically bring back memories that are not there any longer!” He knew his anger at her was completely irrational, but he just could not control it anymore. All he could think of was that she did not understand what this was like.
“What is wrong with you?” Shelley said, near tears.
“Nothing! Everything! Look, I have enough to deal with. I don’t need this pressure on top of everything else. I can’t help the police… they’ll just have to find some other way of finding out what happened.”
“You won’t even try to help figure out what happened to that poor girl?”
“You don’t think I am trying? That I haven’t been trying? I want to know what I saw…what I did…” Robert clenched his fists in his hair.
“What you did? What do you mean?”
“I mean I had blood on my clothes… did I try to help her? Did I struggle with someone?” He slammed his fist down on the table. “What the hell happened?”
Shelley just stood there and stared at him.
“What?”
“The police said that the drug store clerk called the police. If you were there, with her, covered in blood…why didn’t you call the police?”
“I don’t know. Why do you…you don’t think that I…that I could have…Shelley!” He stood up and stared at her.
“No…I mean not that I…you just…you’ve been under a lot of pressure lately…it’s why I…I mean…why it’s been…why you’ve been angry and…not yourself.”
“I’m losing bits of my mind. That doesn’t mean that I’m capable of what happened to that girl. What happened to her was – it was… I couldn’t have done that.”
Shelley nodded. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have even thought that.” She stepped forward to hug him, but he stepped back.
“I’m not crazy, Shelley. I’m confused and lost – but I am not crazy.”
“I know. I’m confused too.”
Robert shook his head. “People don’t understand what I am going through. I have moments that are missing in my head.”
“I know.”
“I’m angry, but I’m angry at myself for not knowing how to fix this.”
“I know,” Shelley said stepping toward him again.
“Stop saying that! You don’t know. You can never know. You don’t know what it’s like to doubt yourself. I don’t know what I’m doing from one moment to the next. I don’t know what event happened to put into motion the moment I’m in now. I don’t know who I am anymore. And I don’t need people doubting me. I need them believing in me.”
“I kno- I mean, I do. Robert. I believe in you.”
Robert just stared at Shelley. He trusted her. He knew that she would stand behind him, and he wanted to take her in his arms and kiss her for staying with him through this. She didn’t understand. She didn’t know what it was like. He turned from her and headed up to their room alone.
Michael and Dean poured over the pictures of the crime scene first thing the next morning. The scenes blended together – one into the next.
Dean pounded his notebook. “This doesn’t make any sense. I got the reports from the neurologist, and they confirm Professor Madigan’s story. But if Mr. Memory Loss didn’t do it – what else is there?”
Michael shook his head as he stared at the picture of the body. “Nothing. Robert Madigan is all we have to go on, and he has given us nothing.”
“There has to be something here.” Dean pulled the picture out from under Michael’s nose and examined it closer. “Let’s see,” Dean sighed.
“CSU turned up a few footprints, but the area is so well traversed, that doesn’t help us,” Michael countered.
“Did they find anything in the trash?”
“Nah. Some beer bottles – fast food wrappers - an unused condom.”
“An unused condom?” Dean asked reading the notes again.
“Yeah, but our victim was raped. Why would he rape the victim and throw out the condom before he used it?”
“Maybe he was too excited that he didn’t have time…maybe that one broke first…maybe the rape was interrupted and the autopsy will show that…”
“Maybe, maybe, maybe. We need definite answers.” Michael looked over the interview notes from Robert Madigan. “This guy has those answers. I guarantee it.” The two detectives looked at everything in silence for a moment.
“What about the autopsy?” Dean asked, pushing aside the report on Robert Madigan. “There has to be more there.”
Michael stood up. “I don’t know. Let’s go talk to Doctor Smith.”
Paul Smith was just wrapping up the autopsy when Dean and Michael entered the morgue. “Hi there, boys. What brings you down to my dungeon this evening?”
“Laura Cobb.”
“Ah, yes. The rape victim.”
“It was definitely rape, then?” Michael asked with a pointed look at Dean.
“Yes. There was definitely some type of penetration, but I saw no trace of fluids. So, he must have worn a condom.”
“Would you be able to tell us what kind?” Dean took out his notebook as he asked the question. “That’s pretty hard to identify, but I’ll see what turns up. There was also some blood and skin under the girl’s fingernails. She was fighting off her attacker. So, your suspect will have some decent-sized scratches.”
“Scratches where?” Dean asked.
“The trace won’t exactly tell that.”
“Robert didn’t have any visible scratches,” Michael noted.
“No,” Dean conceded. “But if she scratched him on the leg or another covered body area, we wouldn’t have seen it.”
“Can you get that sample to DNA to see what else we can find?” Michael asked.
Dr. Smith smiled. “Already done, but it takes a while. You detectives always think we can’t do our work without your standing over our shoulder.”
Dean smiled back as he headed toward the door. “True – but I don’t remember the last time the chief chewed out your ass for missing a detail.”
“You obviously haven’t met my boss yet,” Dr. Smith retorted.
“Thanks, Paul,” Michael called over his shoulder on his way out.
Dr. Smith waved a hand at them.
Robert stared at himself in the mirror the next morning. His eyes were dark and lost. He couldn’t remember. He willed himself to remember. But it didn’t come. He closed his eyes. He remembered what the girl looked like lying dead in front of him. Her brown hair fanned around her face like an aura. He tried to remember what she had looked like alive. He must have seen her – even if it was only for a moment. But his mind was blank. He simply didn’t remember.
The question was – did he do it? Did something break inside of him that would cause him to lose control? No, there had to have been someone else there, he thought. But who? He couldn’t remember seeing another person there either, and he could not bring himself to believe that he was capable of such an atrocity. What had he seen? Who had he seen?
His heart was beating fast in frustration. How would he ever know what had happened? The victim was dead, and he was completely useless. He had never felt so useless in his entire life. He had always been the dependable one, the responsible one. His roommate in college depended on him to keep their schedules straight. His wife had always depended on him to keep their life on track. And now – he was dependent on everyone else. It was difficult for him. He could analyze himself as he had done so many patients and students and studies in the past, but he couldn’t fix this.
Shelley walked into the bedroom with a steaming cup of coffee in her hand. She had slept on the couch the night before. Normally, when a fight was that bad, he did that. But she had given him some latitude last night, and he appreciated it. Robert turned off the bathroom light and met her in the bedroom. He turned his sad eyes to her, and she set the cup down gently on the nightstand. Their apologies were written on their faces.
“It’ll be all right,” she said quietly. He wished he had her optimism, but all he saw now was the unknown. That scared him.
“I’m scared, Shell.”
She pulled him into a hug, and they stood there in each other’s arms for a few moments. She was trying to be his rock as he had been hers for so long.
“Shelley?”
She pulled back and looked at him.
“Would you love me even if I did something terrible?”
“Robert – you did not do this. I refuse to believe it. You are a kind and gentle man, and you have never had a violent bone in your body. I should never have doubted you, and I will not let you believe that about yourself. So, just stop it. This was not something you did.”
“Why didn’t I call the police?” he asked as he paced over to the coffee and stared into the steam. “Why was I just standing there?”
“Maybe you were helping. Maybe you were in shock. I don’t know. But you did not hurt that girl.”
Robert sat down on the bed and sighed. “I just want to know for sure.”
“Maybe it’ll come back to you one day.”
“The doctor doesn’t know. That poor girl’s family may never know what happened to her – because of me.”
Shelley stroked his hair and tucked it behind his ear. “We’ll figure out something. We always do.”
He wished he could believe that.
Michael and Dean walked into the crime lab and headed right for the main laboratory. There were microscope slides filed throughout the lab. Michael walked up to the technician and watched him patiently finish the report he was working on.
“Can I help you Detective?” he said without looking up.
“I’m looking for the trace back on the Laura Cobb murder?”
He pointed to a folder on his desk.
“Why weren’t we notified when it was ready?” Dean shot out at the technician.
The technician raised his head from the microscope and glared at Dean. “You want my job? You think you can do better?”
“Don’t get all defensive on me,” Dean said as he backed off a little. “I’m just saying that we were waiting for it.”
“Well, when you can help clear my plate, I’ll put your stuff first.”
Michael smirked as the two bantered back and forth. He opened the file and glanced over the report. His smile faded and then twisted a little.
“What’s up?” Dean asked, not missing his partner’s reaction.
“The DNA was sent to the federal lab. But the blood type under Laura’s fingernails. It’s AB.”
“So?”
“So… Robert’s is O positive. It’s not his blood under her fingernails.”
Dean rushed over to look himself. “That doesn’t rule him out. He still could have been the one that –“
Michael cut him off. “It’s looking less and less likely, Dean.”
One of the young, new detectives came running in, out of breath. “Michael… Dean… you’re going to want to come see this.”
They put the file back down on the technician’s desk. “Thanks,” Michael threw over his shoulder as he walked out of the lab. The technician nodded at him.
“To be continued,” Dean added.
“Leave him alone, for God’s sake,” Michael laughed.
They walked quickly down the hall to the technical room. It was full of monitors, video inputs, DVD players, sound equipment, and the like. Most of it was well over Michael’s head even though he had come into this room many times.
“What’s so important?” Michael asked Harry, the young technician sitting at the helm. “Rex here made it sound like you broke the case.”
“I may have.”
Dean rolled his eyes. Each member of the lab – in fact, each member of any of the police units – thought that they had the piece of evidence that would break a case open. It rarely did. Dean believed that it was through thorough investigation and interviewing that the case was discovered. This time, he had to give Harry credit. He had a big piece of the jigsaw puzzle.
“Watch this,” Harry said as he started up the video tape. “This is the security tape from the drug store.” Michael and Dean leaned forward in anticipation. They watched as Laura Cobb exited the store and walked off camera.
“That’s it?” Dean asked. “The victim isn’t even on the screen.”
“Just watch,” Harry said.
A few seconds passed on the monitor. The time on the screen went from 8:13pm to 8:14 pm. Some unidentifiable shadows could be seen to the right of the camera but not enough to be able to tell what was happening. The clerk walked out of the store with a pack of cigarettes and started to light one up. She peeked around the corner as if she heard a noise, and then her eyes grew wide. Leaving the lit cigarette on the ground, the clerk ran back inside the store. Shortly after that an SUV could be seen driving up and parked. The time on the camera read 8:17pm. The technician paused the tape.
“Okay, I’ve tried to be patient,” Dean warned. “But what the hell is it? The clerk saw something off screen big deal.”
“Did you confirm it?” Harry asked Rex. Rex nodded and handed him a piece of paper. “The 911 call from the clerk came in at 8:15pm. One can only assume that it was immediately after the clerk was on the tape.”
“Not hard to figure that out,” Dean said with an annoyed tone. But Michael smiled as he already knew what was coming next.
“The SUV that pulled up? Rex just confirmed that it was Robert Madigan’s.”
Dean shook his head. “The time on the camera and on the 911 computers could be off.” But he already knew his argument was beat.
Michael’s smile grew bigger. “No… if the clerk went in to make that 911 call, and then Robert pulled up in his SUV, he definitely isn’t the perp.”
“I know,” Dean said quietly.
“Can you get me a copy of that tape?” Michael asked.
“Already done,” Harry said as he handed over the tape.
“I’m going to talk to Madigan,” Michael said to Dean. “You want to come?”
“Why? So we can tell him how sorry we are? No thanks, I’d like to spare myself the humiliation.”
Michael put his hands on both of his partner’s shoulders. “Dean, step off of your high horse, set aside your pride for a second, and think. Robert pulled up as the crime was happening. He never made it inside the drug store, and he was standing in front of the body when we pulled up.”
Dean’s eyes raised and met his partners with interest. “He saw something.”
“I bet you he did,” Michael said nodding.
“Let’s go.”
The two headed off without another word.
Shelley was pacing the living room. She had to believe her husband. She had to. He could not have done it. He wasn’t that type of man. He was a good, kind man who taught college kids for a living. He gave back to the community. He couldn’t have done this. Could he? She raised her tear-filled eyes to the ceiling where she could hear the shower running upstairs. Things had been so rough between them. He was just so different lately with his memory loss. Her own situation was complicating matters, and she needed to focus on figuring out what to do to help fix things.
The doorbell interrupted her thoughts. She wiped her eyes and took a deep breath. She opened the door to see the two detectives standing there.’
“Detectives,” she said as a greeting. “How are you this evening?”
“Not bad,” Michael said with a smile. “Can we come in?”
“I don’t think we have anything to say right now. Can you just leave us alone for one day?”
Michael looked over at Dean who saw his cue. “Mrs. Madigan – we owe you and your husband an apology.”
Shelley raised her eyebrows at them. “Really? Why is that?”
Michael held up the copy of the tape in his hand. “We have evidence that proves that your husband didn’t commit the murder that night.”
Shelley stood there for a moment in shock. Finally, she shook her head and opened the door to them. “Okay – this I want to hear.”
The detectives nodded and entered the house. Shelley extended her hand to the couch, and Michael and Dean sat down.
Robert came down the stairs in a pair of cotton shorts and his hair dripping. “Shelley – who was at the – oh, hi,” he said in disappointment.
“Rob, honey – the detectives are here to apologize.”
“Oh?”
“Robert, um…some evidence has come into our position that clears you,” Michael said. He held up the tape. “This is the security tape from the drug store the night of the rape and murder.”
“Oh, good,” Robert said. “Have you been able to identify the person who did it?”
“Well, no,” Michael said. “The crime itself is not on here. However, your SUV pulled up after the 911 call was made…after the crime was already in progress.”
Shelley visibly sighed. “Oh thank God.” She looked up quickly. “Well, not that the crime took place…I feel awful about that. I’m just glad that Robert is cleared. Now, we can go back to our lives.”
Robert looked over at the detectives skeptically. “Why do I have a feeling that you didn’t come down here just to tell me that I didn’t commit a crime?”
Michael smiled. “You’re a professor, right?”
Robert nodded. “Of Psychology.”
“So, you’re not a dumb man.”
“I’d like to think that I’m not.”
“Your SUV pulled up after a crime had started to take place…” Dean started to explain.
Robert caught on quicker than Dean had back at the lab. “You think I witnessed something,” he stated before the detective’s had a chance.
Dean nodded. “We’d like you to come down and look at some mug shots.”
“I told you,” Robert said. “I don’t remember anything. You think that if I had remembered something I would have kept it from you? I want to help that woman too. I swear to you if I knew something, I would tell you.”
Michael put his hand out as a gesture of peace. “I believe you Mr. Madigan. But I’m just hoping that if you see someone in the mug shots…maybe it would jog your memory. I know it’s a long shot, but…believe me…you’re the only lead we’ve got.”
Robert thought about it and nodded. “All right. I’ll do it. But can it wait until tomorrow. I could really use some rest.”
Michael nodded. “Of course. I really appreciate your help. We’ll see you tomorrow.”
That night, Robert sat at dinner with his family thinking on all that had happened. His mind whirled over the possibilities of the attack. He wished he could remember something…anything. Shelley looked at him with concern but tried not to alert the kids.
“How are you doing, honey?” she asked pleasantly.
“Huh?” Robert looked up perplexed at his wife’s face. “Oh. I’m sorry. I’m – I’m fine, dear.”
Tanya looked at the two of them. “Whatever, you guys. You act like we’re still kids.”
“You are still kids,” Shelley countered calmly.
“We’re not as young as you think,” Ryan argued. “She’s right. You think you’re protecting us from something? You think we don’t know what happened? You think we can’t figure out from the news and the detectives hanging around what’s going on here?”
“Yeah, we’re in this too,” Tanya said.
Shelley looked over at Robert. “Do you believe this? They choose now to unite – against us? Robert, help me out here.”
Robert sighed – he was tired and could not think of anything to say. He closed his eyes and slowly rubbed his aching temples.
He took a deep breath and opened his eyes. He was sitting on his bed in a pair of cotton shorts and a T-shirt. “God dammit!” he shouted as he looked around.
“Robert?” Shelley came out of the bathroom in a robe and slippers. “What’s wrong?”
“I – I don’t remember…” Robert’s voice trailed off.
Shelley sat next to him on the bed as she rubbed lotion on her hands. “What don’t you remember?”
“After dinner… the kids were arguing with us – and the next thing I knew I was here.”
“You don’t remember Tanya threatening to run away because we don’t treat her like an adult?” Robert shook his head. “You don’t remember Ryan storming away from the table when you told everyone you were handling it?” Robert shook his head again. “And you don’t remember me breaking a plate when I slammed it in the sink?” Robert just looked at her. “Lucky bastard,” she muttered with a smile.
Robert broke into a smile too.
The next morning, Robert and Shelley walked through the front doors of the police department. When they walked into the main lobby area, there were some reporters hanging around. Robert walked up to the receptionist desk and asked for Detective Michael Holloway. A couple of reporters looked up with interest. However, before any of them could gather quickly enough, Michael appeared and ushered Robert and Shelley into the back room.
He brought them into the small technology office where a computer was set up for Robert. Dean was waiting in the room and smiled when he saw them. “How are you doing today, Professor?”
Robert shook his head. “Not very optimistic.”
“It’s okay,” Michael interjected. “Don’t put too much pressure on yourself. Don’t think about it too hard. Just browse through some of these pictures and see if a face jumps out at you.”
Robert nodded and sat down. As Dean started up the program, Michael waved Shelley to the door. “Can I get you some coffee, Mrs. Madigan?” Shelley nodded, and Michael walked her out. Shelley watched her husband nervously as she walked away.
Robert started scrolling through the faces. One by one, they passed on the screen, and nothing looked familiar. After about an hour, he stopped and looked more carefully at a tall Hispanic man’s profile. He squinted at it and looked at it closely.
“What is it?” Dean jumped. “Do you recognize him?”
Robert tilted his head and after a moment finally said, “That kinda looks like my old history teacher.”
Michael laughed from the door. Robert turned around. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt,” Michael said. “How’s it going in here?”
Robert shook his head. “Nothing.”
“How much have you gone through?”
Dean shook his head. “Not much. Only about a quarter of it. He still has a lot to do.”
Robert sighed and put his head in his hand. “I don’t know if this is going to work. I told you, I really don’t remember anything.”
“I know,” Dean said. “But we have to try.”
Robert nodded and went back to looking through pictures as Michael rushed out. Robert clicked through each face with nothing ringing a bell. After another fifteen minutes, the door opened with a bang. Robert jumped and turned to see Michael wheeling in a television unit.
“What’s going on?” Robert asked.
“I have a better idea. The chance of stumbling across someone that jogs your memory by looking at a ton of people who may or may not have crossed your path in the past is a long shot.”
Dean looked up. “I thought we both agreed that it was worth looking into.”
Michael nodded. “It was. I think our best shot is to get Robert to remember something. But remembering a face among hundreds is not going to work.” He turned the television on. “Instead, I have the security tape from the night of the murder. Robert, I want you to watch this. We know you were there. You know you were there. We just have to get you to remember it.”
Robert considered this and nodded. “Okay. Let’s do it.”
Michael hit PLAY. The side of the brick building was suddenly visible on the screen. Robert looked at the door into the building and tried to remember. He remembered pulling up. He did remember seeing the entrance into the store. Was something coming back to him? But he could not remember getting out of the car. It was like his brain could not get past that giant road-block. He watched as the clerk lit her cigarette, and then looked on to whatever atrocities must have been happening off camera. The clerk ran back inside to the store. Robert watched as he saw his car pull up on camera. He tried to remember what happened. He must have exited the car. Did he see it right away? Did he run over to the girl? Did he start to go inside? He strained himself trying to remember. He could picture himself running over to help, but was that what really happened or was that just him wanting to remember? He watched intently until the police cars drove up. There was about a five-minute span of time between when his car pulled up and when the police cars pulled up. Dear God, what had happened in those five minutes?
The tape stopped, and Robert shook his head. “Did you remember anything?” Dean asked hopefully. Robert shook his head again.
Just then, Shelley walked into the room. “What’s going on?” she asked.
Dejected, Robert said, “Nothing. I just don’t remember.”
“It’s okay,” she said. “It’ll come back.”
“Maybe it will, maybe it won’t,” he snapped.
“We can watch it again,” Dean offered.
“No,” Michael said as he rewound the tape. “We talked to his therapist and neurologist. Both said that we shouldn’t strain Mr. Madigan. That’s not going to help matters.”
Robert was not surprised that they had checked him out and did not react to the comment. Instead, he just held up his hand. “No, I want to help. Let’s watch it again.”
Michael sighed and hit the PLAY button again when the tape had finished rewinding. They watched the few items on the screen, and – again – Robert did everything he could to remember. But, just like last time, nothing came to him. The flashing strobes of the squad cars filled the screen, and the tape ended.
Shelley sighed, “Too bad there’s not audio on those tapes.”
“I know,” Dean said. “But what do you do? This is all we have right now.”
Robert rubbed his forehead. He wished he could remember. Something about the audio comment bugged him. He knew there wasn’t audio, but maybe if he could picture the sounds of pulling into the parking lot. What was he hearing when he first pulled up? Did he have the radio on? No, he thought, I wasn’t listening to anything because I was - He jumped up out of his chair and almost knocked it over. “The tape recorder!” he exclaimed.
“The what?” Dean asked.
“I…I was recording…”
“You videotaped this?” Michael asked hopefully.
“No, no. My therapist – the psychologist – he was having me tape record things with the hopes that if I play them back later I might remember things that happened.”
“You were talking to a tape recorder?”
Robert nodded and smiled. “When I was pulling into the parking lot.”
Michael smiled back. “Where is the tape recorder now?”
“In my truck,” Robert said. “I’ll be right back.” He ran out of the room and out into the lobby. A few of the reporters stood up to try and catch him, but Robert ran right past them. He practically flew out to the parking lot and unlocked the doors to his SUV. He rummaged in the glove compartment for the tape recorder, but it wasn’t there. He thought about when he saw it last. Although, he didn’t know for sure, the last time he remembered using it was the other day at the drug store. He sighed and then, on a hunch, he checked underneath the passenger seat. Sure enough, the tape recorder was there, forgotten. That was why he hadn’t thought of it before. He must have dropped it when he pulled into the drug store.
He locked his doors back up and ran back into the police station. This time, he was not as lucky avoiding the reporters.
“Mr. Madigan? Can I have a word?” one of the local reporters cornered him and asked.
“How do you know my name?” he asked.
“Are you helping Detectives Holloway and Bennett on the Laura Cobb case?” she asked ignoring his question.
“I – I can’t… I don’t know what to… how do you know all this?”
“How are you helping them?”
“No comment,” he said remembering his past obsessions with Law and Order.
“Come on, Mr. Madigan. Did you know Laura Cobb?”
“No, I did not,” he said honestly.
“So, were you there the night of the murder? Were you a witness?”
“Yes – I mean, I don’t know. I’m just –“
Michael Holloway entered the lobby to save Robert. “Leave him alone, Irene.”
“Come on, Michael. Tell us what your witness has told you.”
“Where do you get your information? Get out of here, and get the press release like everyone else.”
Michael pulled Robert through the door back toward the interview rooms.
They heard Irene speaking into the video camera as they walked away. “Tonight, NBC has learned that local police are questioning a witness to Laura Cobb’s murder. There is no official report from the detectives yet, but stay tuned as we await the latest.”
“So, what do you have?” Dean asked as Robert and Michael walked back into the room.
“A slew of reporters on to him,” Michael answered with a smirk.
Shelley looked up. “Seriously?”
Robert shrugged. “It’s fine. Just the one was a little annoying. But, hey, here is the tape recorder.”
“Let’s see what we got,” Michael said.
Robert rewound the tape. When he heard a click, he hit the playback button. After a few seconds of static, his voice could be heard on the little speaker. “… Madigan. I’m a psychology professor born and raised in Illinois. Jesus, I’m not recording my life story. I just want to remember things.” Michael chuckled. Robert fast forwarded a little bit.
“I remember this,” Robert said.
He hit the play button again. “…Or is it completely random? This is so stupid. Recording my thoughts right now isn’t going to help me remember everything.” Then, a slightly muffled scream could be heard.
“That must have been Laura,” Dean said.
“Sh,” Michael said holding up a hand.
Robert raised the volume on the little tape recorder as high as it would go. He did not remember what he was hearing, and he was extremely curious about hearing a piece of his life that he could not remember.
The car door could be heard opening, and the car started beeping to let the driver know that the door was open with the keys still in the ignition. “Hey! Hey you, what are you doing?” Robert heard himself yell over the beeping. The jingle of keys could be heard and the car door slammed. Everything else was muffled by the inside of the car. At one point, Robert thought he heard his voice again, but he couldn’t make out what he was saying. Then, police sirens could be heard.
Dean shook his head. “We know what happens now.”
Sure enough, they heard “Do you have a weapon?” Robert stopped the tape.
“I’m sorry. I thought there might be more.”
Dean was scribbling in his notebook. Michael was smiling.
“What?” Robert asked.
“It told us something all right,” Michael said. “You definitely saw the perp.”
Robert realized that they were right. “So, what does that mean?”
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