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The Ward

A Note from the Author


The first thing is the seat.

Not pain — just wrongness, a soft pressure where there shouldn't be softness, the wooden chair coming up against sensitive and unfamiliar flesh, flesh that registers the hardness of the wood with a directness that makes you shift immediately, instinctively, your weight rolling forward onto your thighs. Better. Marginally. The underwear is wrong too — something silky, something that rides and gathers in ways that underwear shouldn't, the fabric light against skin that is reporting every thread of it.

You look at the table.

There is a cup of coffee, nearly cold. A plate with toast crusts and an empty jam pot and a butter wrapper folded small. You have eaten all of this, apparently. The window beside you shows a street, mid-morning, ordinary. You have no memory of arriving here, of ordering, of any of the sequence of events that would have produced you at this table with this plate. You have a sense of yourself — of your work, numbers, columns, the satisfaction of a ledger that closes — but the sense has no edges, no name attached to it, no yesterday.

You reach for the coffee and your hand is wrong.

Small. The fingers tapered, the knuckles barely raised, the skin on the back of it smooth in a way that your skin is not smooth. You hold it still and look at it for a moment, then set it back on the table. The table surface comes in loud — the grain of the wood, a faint tackiness — more sensation than you'd expect from a hand on a table, the nerve endings close to the surface, giving you more information than you asked for.

You become aware of the rest in stages.

The hips first: too wide against the chair, the pelvis a different shape, the whole lower body arranged around a center of gravity you can't locate where you expect to locate it. Then the clothes — not yours, none of them yours, a blouse and what feel like tailored trousers, something at the wrist that might be a bracelet. Then the hair, which is on your shoulders, which is not where your hair should be.

And then — you have been not-feeling this, you understand, making a deliberate project of not-feeling it since before you were fully aware of making any project at all — the chest.

You look down.

The blouse falls away from two definite shapes and you sit very still and look at them for a moment. Then, because you need to know the extent of things, you bring your hands up and press them gently against the outside of the blouse, testing.

The weight is real. Your palms cup them, register the give of them, the warmth, and the response is immediate and unwelcome — a sensitivity that travels inward from the surface, a charge that moves through the chest and drops straight down through the body and arrives somewhere low in the pelvis as a warmth you do not want and cannot stop. And then the slickness. A gathering heat between your legs, the silky fabric shifting against soft flesh that wasn't there before, the wrongness of it total, your own body producing a response to your own hands that you have no framework for, that belongs to someone else's understanding of how want works, and the fabric clings now and the clinging is information you cannot unfeel. You pull your hands away and put them flat on the table and look at the window and breathe.

There is a man at the next table who is trying not to look at you. You keep very still and breathe carefully through your nose and wait for the heat to subside, which it does, slowly, like something deciding not to.

When you reach for the coffee your hand is steadier. You drink the cold coffee. You put the cup down. A phone is in front of you on the table — a woman's phone, in a case — and when you try it the passcode doesn't come, or comes and doesn't work, four digits that feel right and aren't. You set it face-down.

You reach for the wallet. Inside left pocket — you know this without knowing how you know it. Your hand finds a jacket that is not your jacket and a pocket that is there but holds nothing, a lining and nothing else, and your hand comes out empty and this is when the woman behind the counter comes over.

She is in her forties, practical, the expression of someone who has made a decision to be reasonable.

"Hi, so sorry to bother you. Did you want anything else, or — ?"

"No, I'm—"

The sound stops you.

The voice that comes out is not your voice. It is higher, lighter, it sits in a completely different part of the throat, and the wrongness of it hits you with a physical force that has no analogue — not like hearing a recording of yourself, which is merely unpleasant, but like opening your mouth and hearing someone else speak, someone standing close behind you, using your breath. You close your mouth. The woman is waiting. You swallow, and the swallowing feels different too, the throat smaller, and you make yourself continue.

"No. I'm fine. Thank you."

The voice again — lighter than air, lighter than anything — and you keep your face still and look at the table and will your expression into the neutrality of a man who has everything under control, which requires more effort, in this moment, than it has ever required before.

"Okay, great. So that's seven fifty, whenever you're ready."

You look at her. "Of course." You reach for the jacket pocket, the trouser pockets — one side, then the other — and each of them returns nothing. "I'm sorry. I seem to have — I don't have my wallet on me."

She looks at the plate, the empty cup. "Right."

"I can leave my details and come back with — " And here you stop because the details require a name and the name isn't there, you reach for it and reach for it and there is only the reaching, a hollow sound like a room with nothing in it.

She waits.

"I'm sorry." The voice, again. You hear it and you push through it. "I'm having a strange morning."

"Are you here with anyone?"

"No."

"Is there someone you could call?"

You look at the phone, face-down on the table. "I can't get into my phone."

She looks at you for a moment — moving from mild irritation toward something more like concern and not quite landing on either. "Okay," she says. "Just — hold on a moment."

She goes back behind the counter. You watch her speak to someone — another member of staff, a younger woman who glances over at you once and then looks away. A phone comes out. Not, you understand, to call you a cab.

You should leave. The thought is there and clear — stand up, walk out, sort this out somewhere you're not being watched — and you begin to and the standing is wrong from the first movement, the weight redistributing as you rise in a way you're not expecting, the hips finding their own balance without consulting you, a soft swinging momentum that is simply the body doing what this body does, and you put a hand on the table and wait for the floor to be where you thought it was.

It is slightly closer than you thought.

You are shorter. You are standing at the wrong height, in a body that is settling into its own stance — the pelvis tilted, the weight low — and your chest moves when you straighten, the weight of it shifting with the movement, and the man by the door looks up from his phone.

You sit back down.

You fold your hands on the table and you wait. The café goes on around you — the coffee machine, a low conversation, the door opening on a gust of outside air — and everything about you is wrong, and you are trying to stay with the part that isn't wrong, the part that knows what a ledger is, that knows what it means for an account to close. That part is still there. You are still there.

You look at your hands — small, smooth, folded on the table in front of you, perfectly still.

You wait.



The officer who comes into the café is a woman, plainclothes, a badge on her belt. She's unhurried about it, takes in the room first — the counter, the staff member who called, the table where you're sitting — and then she pulls out the chair across from you and sits down without asking.

"Hi. I'm Detective Reyes. You mind if I sit?"

She's already sitting. You look at her. "Go ahead."

"So I'm told there was a mix-up with the check."

"There was a misunderstanding, yes. I don't have my wallet on me. I'm happy to leave my details and come back with — "

"Sure, sure." She sets her forearms on the table. "Can I get your name first?"

You open your mouth and reach for it and there is nothing there, the same hollow echo as before. "I'm having some difficulty with that at the moment."

She looks at you steadily. "With your name."

"Yes."

"Okay." She doesn't write anything down yet. "How about an address? Somewhere you live?"

"I don't — no."

"You don't know where you live."

"Not currently."

"Okay." A pause. "Do you know what city you're in?"

"Yes. Minneapolis." You look at the window. "I know what I do for a living. I know what year it is."

"What do you do?"

"I'm an accountant."

"And the year?"

"Twenty twenty-six." She nods. "All right. What's the last thing you remember before this morning?"

You look at the table. The honest answer is: this table, this coffee, the wrongness of the seat. Before that there is nothing — not darkness, not sleep, just an absence, a gap where yesterday should be. "I'm not sure."

"Not sure like it's fuzzy, or not sure like it's not there?"

"Not there."

She studies you for a moment. "Are you on any medication?"

"I don't know."

"Any medical conditions you're aware of?"

"I'm not aware of any."

"Okay." Now she writes something. "Is there anyone I can call for you? Family, a friend, anyone at all?"

You think about this genuinely, reaching into the space where people should be. There are shapes there — a suggestion of people, of a life arranged around other lives — but nothing with a name or a face or a number attached to it. "No," you say. "I don't think so."

She looks at you for a moment longer. "I'd like to take you in, just so we can get you sorted out. Get you something to eat, figure out who you are. That okay with you?"

As though you are a problem with a solution. "I'm fine," you say, and hear the voice as you say it, the pitch of it, the lightness, and keep your expression where it is. "But yes. All right."



The squad car is outside and getting into the back seat requires a negotiation with the door frame that you manage to make look like nothing — a compression, a turning, the hips going through last — and then the seat, the hard plastic surface and the flesh and the instinct to pitch forward onto your thighs. You do this. You look out the window. Reyes says nothing about any of it.

The station is seven minutes away. She talks in the car the way people talk to a situation, low and even — are you warm enough, have you had water, when did you last eat — and you answer, each time absorbing the flinch of your own voice, higher than your voice should be, sitting in a register that has nothing to do with you. By the third answer you have found a way to brace for it a fraction before you speak, like tensing before a cold shower.



The room they put you in has soft furniture and a box of tissues on the table. A different officer brings water and a granola bar and says, "There you go, miss," setting them down, and you look at the granola bar and then at the door he's closed behind him and breathe out slowly through your nose.

Reyes comes back with a form. She goes through it methodically — name, address, date of birth, emergency contact, medical history — and you answer what you can answer and say I don't know for the rest, and she writes unknown in the relevant boxes without making a production of it, which you appreciate. She asks about the memory loss, how long it's been, whether this has happened before. You tell her you don't know whether it's happened before. She writes this down too.

"All right," she says, capping the pen. "We're going to run your prints, see if we can get an ID that way. Shouldn't take long. Can I get you anything in the meantime?"

"I'd like to use the restroom."

"Of course." She stands. "I'll show you where."

She walks you down the hall — a corridor of closed doors, the sounds of a police station going about its business, someone on a phone, a printer running — and stops outside a door marked with a figure in a dress, which is not a detail you need right now, and says, "Take your time. I'll
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