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THE MULTIPLEX MAN
SECTION 1: JARROW
ONE
The flashing signs on both sides of I-94 south into Minneapolis read: police check ahead, prepare to stop. Farther on, past a disused overpass, the morning traffic was slowing to a crawl as barriers with winking red lights funneled it into a tailback along the inner two lanes. A line of delinquents stood pulled over on the shoulder. Jarrow was glad that Larry had picked him up earlier than usual. It would all clog up quickly, even though traffic these days wasn’t as heavy as the moving nose-to-tail jams of times gone by. He was due to see Valdheim at 8:45, and the thought of being late for doctors’ appointments was one of the things that made him anxious.
“They do it on purpose,” Larry muttered as they eased into line. “This time of morning everyone’s in a hurry and snarly, and they just want you to give them a hard time. You talk back, and then they hit you with the works. Their scores go into their records. The meanest ones get the promotions.”
Larry liked to think of himself as a man who believed in saying what he thought, with the result that no topic escaped without receiving the imprint of his opinion. Jarrow saw it more as an inability to refrain from airing views that most people would have considered better left unsaid. That would have been careless at best on anyone’s part, and bordering on foolhardy for a halfway-prudent professional—which in itself would have been enough to make Jarrow uncomfortable. But for a teacher at junior high school, charged with a responsibility for the shaping of young minds, it crossed the line into recklessness and invited suspicions of subversive designs. And that made Jarrow positively nervous.
“Get a load of this guy coming up behind,” Larry said, nodding at the rearview mirror. Jarrow moved his head to see in the side mirror mounted on the door. The vehicles following them were squeezing over to make way for a limousine impatiently flashing an official blue-and-yellow light. From the silver badge on the front, Jarrow guessed it to be from one of the international regulatory agencies. Larry stayed in the center of the lane, pretending not to see the irate wavings of the state trooper marching forward from among the uniformed figures ahead.
A two-note siren blast came from behind, and then a voice cut in over the pop jazz playing from the vehicle’s sound system. “Pull over ahead. You’re obstructing official business.”
“Now, there’s what I call creature comfort,” Larry said, contemplating the lines of the limo, now thrusting up close behind them like a motor yacht trying to nudge past a tugboat. It was large and majestic, probably capable of cruising at 150 on smooth-burning hydrocarbon synthetic. By contrast, the electric getabout that he and Jarrow were riding in was stark and utilitarian, and could putter along at fifty with up to four people, at a squeeze, and hundred-mile hops between cell changes.
“For God’s sake let it through,” Jarrow grated, rubbing his moist palms together. He had an inborn dread of confrontations, and more than suspected that Larry was doing this deliberately to rattle him. Larry had a strange sense of humor that way.
Larry spread his hands briefly. “That’s our money they’re driving around in, isn’t it? Why should we be kicked out of the way like trash on the street?”
The siren sounded again, insistently. Larry stayed put for several more agonizing seconds until Jarrow really thought that he was about to get them a ticket, or worse, and then pulled over at the last moment. The limousine swept by disdainfully and was waved on past the barrier.
Jarrow wiped his hands on his knees. “If you want to complain about the system, there are proper channels,” he said tightly.
“Right. And they’ll get you the same place as the other tubes too.” Larry opened the window and turned on an innocent expression as the trooper hove to, purple-faced, outside.
“Is something the matter with you, mister? You deaf as well as blind? Maybe you shouldn’t be out on the street.”
“We were talking. I guess I got absorbed.”
“Well, that’s not good enough. If you’re in charge of a vehicle, you’re supposed to know what’s going on, okay? Let me see your papers.”
The traffic check was nominally to catch cars with even-date-only tax stickers being driven on an odd day of the month—the enforced ride-sharing that this imposed was the only reason for Larry and Jarrow to be traveling together—but no cop was going to let a chance go by of grubbing for other morsels too. Larry passed out the wallet containing his operator’s license, owner’s registration, road-tax receipt, insurance certificates, vehicle-inspection certificate, environmental-compliance certificate, metropolitan area usage permit, medical statement detailing blood type, drug allergies, and current treatments, and whistled silently to himself while the trooper scrutinized them. From Larry’s other side, Jarrow watched the blue-chinned mouth framed by the window, bunching in a downturned line and snorting as each document failed to show a fault. Larry glanced across and winked confidently.
The trooper fished a compad from one of his tunic pockets and punched in the registration, but he was already scowling in anticipation of the clear of violations response that appeared on its screen a moment later. He backed off a couple of paces and stood, fists clenched on hips, surveying the vehicle from end to end.
“That wheel’s wearing low. There’s vibration at the rear end. Get your bearings looked at.”
“Yep, reckon I’ll just do that.”
“On your way.”
“You have a nice day too.” They moved on through, speeding up and staying to the right to continue south, skirting the downtown area of Minneapolis. Larry waved to indicate the direction ahead, in which the limousine had disappeared. “You know, there was a time when anyone who had the money could own a machine like that. Now you have to convince some bureaucrat that you’ve got the need. Why the hell should it be anyone else’s business?”
Jarrow sighed. “Oh, come on. You know how it was with those gasoline burners.” Everyone knew how it had been. Why did Larry have to ask pointless questions all the time?
“Well, I’m not so sure about that, Dick,” Larry said. “I know a guy who used to be an engineer in the business. He says that ten percent dirty cars caused fifty percent of the problem. All they needed was a tune-up. It could have been fixed for peanuts compared to what they spent tearing the industry apart. So maybe it wasn’t the way everyone gets told. Maybe a lot of other things back then weren’t the way everyone gets told, either.”
They were passing Loring Park. An exit sign ahead indicated Groveland. Jarrow leaned forward in his seat and pointed, glad of the chance to drop the subject. “That’s it, this one coming up now. Stay over on the inside. We need to go right at the first intersection.”
“There at the light?”
“That’s it.”
The light changed to red as they approached. Larry grunted and eased to a halt. He drummed his fingers on the wheel, humming tunelessly to himself, then glanced across at Jarrow while they waited. Jarrow stared ahead, waiting for him to pick up the theme again, but Larry read his mood and decided for once to leave it at that. For him simply to remain silent, however, was too much to hope for. “What is it that you need to see this doc for—just a checkup or something? If it’s not personal.”
“No, that’s okay....It’s a neural thing. Not anything wrong, really. More just something they’re curious about—some kind of irregularity in the brainwave pattern, to do with the sleep rhythms.” Jarrow shook his head. “I don’t really understand it myself.”
“Is it anything to worry about?”
“They’re not sure. Apparently, it’s a new area they’re just getting into. There’s a theory that it could trigger unconscious stress patterns and affect all kinds of other things. That’s why they’re interested.”
Larry grinned as the light changed, and they moved off again. “You see, Dick. It’s what I’ve been telling you all along: You take life too seriously. Try easing up a little.”
“So now it’s medical advice, as well, eh? You’re an M.D. as well, all of a sudden?” Jarrow hadn’t meant to sound that sarcastic. Really, he was reproaching himself for being more forthcoming with detail than was called for, as if he needed to justify himself.
But if Larry noticed, it didn’t show. “Just a detached but perspicacious observer of life....Anyhow, it didn’t cost you a nickel. Where do we go now?”
“Straight on past the trees....It’s one of the houses now, the green one with the laurel....Okay, this’ll do fine.”
The car pulled up in the service lane, separated from the road by a strip of grass. Its two occupants made a contrasting pair: Larry younger by at least ten years, easygoing and relaxed with his collar-length yellow hair, and dressed casually in a fleece-lined jacket and wool sweater against Minnesota’s April cold; Jarrow in black overcoat with collar and tie, trimmed mustache, hair graying at the temples. Jarrow felt that working for the State was to represent the State, with a duty to project an appropriate image. Larry’s kind didn’t worry about things like that.
“Need a ride into the school later?” Larry asked as Jarrow was getting out. “I have to go into town at lunchtime on an errand. I could detour this way if you like.”
“It’s okay. I can catch the mono.”
“Wouldn’t be any trouble.”
“No, I’ll be fine. Besides, I’m not really sure how long it’s likely to take....Er, thanks.”
“Okay. See you around later, then. Oh, and I’ll catch you later this afternoon sometime for that book.”
“Book? Oh, yes, sure.” Jarrow had promised to let Larry have a book that he still had out from the staff library.
The car pulled away, and Jarrow turned toward the house. Larry was young and headstrong, but really not so bad inside, he told himself. He had been wondering if a quiet word with Irwin Shafer, the principal of Linden Junior High, about some of Larry’s indiscretions wouldn’t be out of place. But on reflection, as he came to the end of the path and stopped at the door, he decided against it. It was something that could keep until another day.
He extended a finger and pressed the bell push beside the engraved brass plate reading: dr. m. r. valdheim, m.d., PH.D., M.A.P.A., M.I.P.N. CONSULTANT NEUROPHYSIOLOGIST.
TWO
Dr. Valdheim, wearing a white coat over shirtsleeves, appeared in the hallway while Jarrow was still completing formalities at the reception desk. He was in his sixties, Jarrow guessed, a tall, gangling man with thick, metal-rimmed spectacles, who managed to combine a broad, straight-shouldered frame with a gaunt, hollow-cheeked face topped by a balding dome, looking as if it had found its way onto the wrong body.
“Mr. Jarrow, good morning. Right on time as always. And how are you feeling today?”
“Not too bad. At least the weather’s easing up.”
“It has been a tough one, yes. I thought the snow was here forever.”
Valdheim’s voice had a trace of a foreign accent that Jarrow had never been able to place but hadn’t asked about. Despite his senescent features, his manner was always brisk and sturdily robust. Jarrow wondered if that was his way of seeking to impart professional reassurance. If so, it never quite worked, for Jarrow always found himself with a feeling of something sinister in the background, like a shadow lurking just beyond his limit of vision. He wasn’t sure why.
Marje, the receptionist, ran Jarrow’s verification coder through a slot on her terminal to confirm the details she’d entered, and handed the card back. “That’s fine, Mr. Jarrow. How are those kids treating you at the school?”
“Oh…” Jarrow fumbled for an answer. He had always suffered from an acute awkwardness with women, which taxed his thinking faculties even over questions as innocuous as this.
“I guess you’ve been there long enough to know how to look after yourself,” Marje said.
“Er, yes. I guess so.”
“This way please.” Valdheim rescued him with a gesture in the direction of the passageway leading to the treatment room. “You’re the first,” he said over his shoulder, indicating the empty waiting room with a nod as Jarrow followed. “We can go straight through.”
Jarrow had been attending these sessions periodically for almost six months now, although the circumstances leading to them had begun some time before that. In the course of his mandatory annual checkup the previous summer, he had described periodic attacks of lethargic depression and emotional confusion, sometimes bad enough for him to take time off work. Suspecting an incipient cerebral disorder, the local clinician referred him to a specialist for diagnostic tests, who in turn brought in a neurologist from the Regional Health Authority’s Ramsey Hospital in St. Paul. The condition turned out to be a mild inflammation that soon yielded to a course of antibiotics and drugs.
But to Jarrow’s consternation, he was informed that the tests had revealed certain irregularities in underlying patterns of neural activity, which were thought to have induced the condition. In other words, although the prescribed treatment appeared superficially successful, the suspicion was that it had addressed the symptoms rather than the cause. Nobody could be really sure, however, since that area of psychopathology was on the fringe of contemporary research. However, Minneapolis had been selected as one of several national test sites for a new piece of diagnostic equipment that was being developed for decoding and analyzing deep-seated brain activity, and Jarrow was approached to volunteer as a model case study. Jarrow agreed, and the introduction to Dr. Valdheim had followed soon afterward.
They entered the treatment room, which Valdheim had once described as housing a “glorified video reading head.” All the same, it still managed to require the inevitable carts with rubber tubes, glassware, and trays of implements that doctors everywhere seemed incapable of functioning without, and the sight of which always made Jarrow feel slightly sick. The room itself had a bench and a sink along one side, with shelves and a glass-fronted cabinet full of jars and bottles above. A control console with a keyboard and several display screens, along with two cabinets of electronics, took up most of the wall opposite. The centerpiece of it all was an assembly of electrical apparatuses, focusing guides, windings, and cooling coils that dominated the space in between. From its center, a leather-topped couch extended into the room, its head end surrounded by a radial array of metal tubes and crystal plates laced by wires and optical fibers, around which the room’s other fittings seemed to stand in respectful reverence like the lesser trappings in a chapel before the main altar.
It was called QUIP, which Jarrow now knew stood for Quantum Interferoencephalogram Processor. Valdheim had told him so. Valdheim had also been more than generous with his time in trying to explain about superconducting current loops, quantized molecular magnetic moments, and resonant phase patterns deep in the brain; but that kind of thing really wasn’t Jarrow’s field.
Although he tried to nod and shake his head and say the right things at the right times, he still didn’t have a clear-enough grasp of how the device worked to have hazarded any attempt at describing it to anyone else. But apparently the detectors could sense changes in electrical current as small as a millionth of a millionth of a millionth of an ampere, which Jarrow gathered was about the same fraction of the current in a small flashlamp as the thickness of a piece of tissue paper was to forty times the sun’s distance from the planet Pluto. After that, he hadn’t even bothered trying to follow. His first impulse had been to flaunt this newfound knowledge at Larry, but it would only have given Larry, who taught sophomore math and physics, the satisfaction of snowing him with more technicalities. So in the end, Jarrow had decided against it.
Valdheim went over to the console, flipped some switches, and commenced a dialogue with one of the screens via the keyboard. “You’re becoming something of a celebrity, you know, Mr. Jarrow,” he said over his shoulder.
“Oh, really?” Watching Valdheim checking the responses and then entering another command put Jarrow in mind of a virtuoso organist enraptured with his natural medium. He himself found the ubiquitous thickets of buttons and cryptic symbols, which barred the way to seemingly everything he wanted to do in the modern world, incomprehensible. You had to be under fifteen or Japanese to understand anything these days. Or one of those people whose business it was, like Larry—and which Larry never let slip an opportunity to demonstrate.
“Yes,” Valdheim said. “Your case is being talked about in professional circles.”
“It is?”
“Well, a certain rather specialized group of professionals, anyway. It has some interesting features.”
Jarrow had never thought of himself as important. He felt mildly flattered.
Valdheim touched another button, entered a code, and looked up expectantly as one of the screens that had been blank came to life. “Let me show you a little of what we found last time,” he said. Jarrow followed his gaze obediently. The screen showed a mass of what looked like scores of richly branching trees of various colors, all densely intertwined and enmeshed together. Some seemed to flicker in highlights, with branches suddenly disappearing from some places while others added themselves elsewhere, darting their way erratically through the forest like fingers of multiple-forked lightning feeling pathways to the ground. Other patterns came and went spasmodically, while still others propagated smoothly, changing and distorting like smoke rings moving through turbulent air. Valdheim had shown Jarrow similar things before. And still, none of it meant anything. To Jarrow, it could all just as easily have been a computer reconstruction of autogenesis in a petri dish, or a surrealistic vision of colliding galaxies.
Valdheim stepped a pace back and explained, still looking at the screen. “Here’s a recurring cycle of activated dendritic arboration paths occurring in a region of your inferior temporal cortex. That’s one of the regions where visual primitives resolved in the striate cortex are combined into coherent imagery. It also receives an input of emotively significant associative weightings from the neocortex. But the configuration of synaptic modifications established as a consequence is inhibited by oscillations correlating with the conscious state, which are communicated from the thalamus.” He pointed from one entanglement of meaningless, pulsating luminescence to another, then turned to look at Jarrow inquiringly.
“Fascinating,” Jarrow said.
“We are looking at what goes on inside your brain, you see,” Valdheim went on. “This is where the images that you see begin to come together. Man is a visual animal. Images are very important to us. We weight them with various emotional associations, depending on our experiences.” He gestured again. “Normally, of course, the images are driven by signals coming in from the world outside, which is how they keep in step with reality and hopefully reflect what’s happening there. But the region can still function when there are no signals coming in to direct it. Then it invents images of its own.”
At last, a glimmer of something that made sense. “As in dreaming,” Jarrow hazarded.
Valdheim returned a perfunctory nod, as if to a moron who had just grasped the connection between A and Apple. “What we have here is a repeating pattern of just such a nature, which represents a persistent set of images and connotations that will affect the processes taking place in the further areas that this region maps into. And this, we believe, might be the root of the depressions and disturbances that you described when you came to us.”
Jarrow thought he followed that part. “These images…am I supposed to know what they are?” he asked uneasily.
“No.” Valdheim shook his head. “As I said, the activity is suppressed during the waking condition. Hence you have no conscious awareness of the form in which it manifests itself. And our techniques at present are not sufficiently sophisticated for us to tell you. But later, we would like you to take a series of psychological tests to help us try and establish that.” The doctor rubbed his palms together. “In the meantime, back to work, yes?” He showed his teeth in a skull-like parody of a smile. “Or at least, I shall do the work while you relax. To activate the pattern, we will have to put you to sleep again.”
Jarrow knew the drill by now and was already removing his jacket. He hung it on the stand by the door, added his necktie, then slipped off his shoes and sat down on the leather couch. Nurse Callins—Valdheim’s stern-faced, middle-aged, and terrifyingly efficient assistant—entered through a rear door as Jarrow settled himself back and lowered his head onto the rubber headrest at the center of the radial array.
“Good day, Mr. Jarrow,” she said, at the same time handing Valdheim a folder filled with papers, charts, and printouts.
“Hello again.”
“A three-seven soporific, please. Same dose as before,” Valdheim said. Nurse Callins turned toward the bench and the sounds came of tablets being dropped into a beaker and liquid being stirred. Valdheim moved over to the couch and began positioning supports and fittings around Jarrow’s head. Jarrow felt soft pads tightening snugly beneath his ears and cold contact heads probing through his hair to touch his scalp. Although he knew that the procedure was noninvasive and painless, an involuntary nervous reaction asserted itself, and he found himself talking reflexively.
“It must be pretty expensive—all this stuff you’ve got here.”
“You wouldn’t want to pay the insurance premium,” Valdheim agreed.
“I’m surprised that a private practice would have equipment like that.”
“I’m cooperating with a national trial program, don’t forget. The government owns it.”
“Isn’t it kind of unusual for it to be in a place like this? I mean, why wouldn’t they set it up in one of the state hospitals somewhere?”
Valdheim watched a readout while he adjusted a control. “Head still now, Mr. Jarrow. No more talking, please.”
Nurse Callins moved into view and lowered a shallow drinking cup with a shaped lip. “Here you are. Easy, now.”
The liquid tasted mildly tannic. Jarrow drained the last of it, then raised his eyes to find Valdheim’s face peering down at him, seemingly from afar and yet filling his field of vision. The drug was taking effect already. Valdheim’s voice sounded distorted and hollow. “That’s the idea. Nice and comfortable. Watch my fingers as I count. You’ll be away before I get to ten. We’ll see you later in the recovery room. One…two…three…four…five…” The fingers blurred into each other, and Valdheim’s face receded to become a pink smudge. For some reason his eyes, gleaming through the metal-rimmed spectacles, still remained distinct.
The voice boomed, emanating seemingly from everywhere: “Six…seven…eight…”
THREE
Jarrow regained consciousness slowly, to a feeling of softness and warmth enveloping him. Subdued light penetrated his eyelids, gently tugging him back to wakefulness.
A muted voice, a man’s, was babbling in the background. Jarrow stretched his legs and felt smooth sheets sliding against his skin. He turned onto his side, and his face pressed into yielding pillows. His arm came up to rest on another pillow alongside. Cool air found a chink by his shoulder; he pulled the blanket closer around his neck. He hadn’t felt so relaxed in years.
The babbling voice resolved itself into the vibrant logorrhea of TV announcers everywhere—which should have been illegal when people were trying to sleep. Jarrow pulled the blanket over his ear and tried to burrow deeper into the pillows, but the voice infused itself through the cracks like water into a leaky shoe.
“…announcement of a new national enforcement agency to be set up under the Bureau of Environmental Control. Modeled on Europe’s ‘Green Police,’ the organization will employ agents at federal and state levels to secure tighter compliance with regulations and planning requirements. The agents will have arbitrary powers of search and entry to conduct spot checks, and—get a load of this—will operate on a percentage basis of the fines imposed by a delinquency tribunal. In Stockholm last night, conservation secretary for the Western Consolidation, Gustav Moller of Germany, applauded the news, but called for stronger moves to pressure the Southern World and FER states into line. We’ll have more on that later. Meanwhile, a time check: it’s just coming up to seven-thirty on this chilly but clear Tuesday morning....”
What? Jarrow rolled back over and opened his eyes.
“And to lighten things up a little, we’ve got a story about two penguins who’ve decided to live in a city fountain. And here to tell you about it is Mavis Young. Mavis, good morning. I must say, you’re looking great today.”
It wasn’t Tuesday, it was Thursday! And how could the time be 7:30 a.m.?
It came to him then, suddenly, that a lot of things were wrong. What was a TV doing here? The bed was too big for a doctor’s recovery room. And Jarrow was naked in it. Then he realized to his consternation that the pillows had an odor of perfume.
“Hi, Brad,” a woman’s voice said from the TV. “Why, thank you, kind sir.”
“So, what’s this about vagrant penguins?”
“Well, it all started with…”
Jarrow sat up. There was another queen-size bed alongside, untouched except for some women’s clothes strewn on the quilt. On the bedside unit between the beds was a cigarette pack and lighter, an ashtray with several butts, and two glasses, one with an inch of amber liquid.
He gazed around in bewilderment. There was a vanity-cum-bureau running along the far wall, and on top of it, he could see a black briefcase, a lady’s purse, a man’s wallet, loose papers, a set of keys, and some change. None of the items looked familiar. Along with them was a part-emptied bottle of Canadian Club and an ice bucket. Near the bed was a chair with a striped shirt and underwear tossed carelessly over the back. A table with a tray holding dishes and what looked like the remains of a meal stood with two more chairs by a window. The drapes of the window were closed. There was an armchair nearby. On the other side of the room, opposite the window, was a folding luggage stand bearing a leather traveling case and a shoulder bag. A double closet completed the room, which appeared to have two doors opening off from it. One of them was half-open, and Jarrow could see from the view in the mirror above the vanity that it led to a bathroom.
The place had every appearance of being a hotel. This whole situation was insane. Jarrow hardly ever touched alcohol; he abhorred tobacco. Even raunchy jokes embarrassed him, never mind sleazy amourettes in hotels. And the men’s clothes thrown over the chair weren’t his.
He scrambled up hastily, but hesitated when he caught a glimpse of his reflection. There was something odd about his appearance. For the moment he wasn’t sure what. Then, feeling insecure in his nudity, he went into the bathroom for a towel. There, he found a man’s traveling kit by the sink, with toothbrush, shaver, nail clippers, and hairbrush—and again nothing was familiar. There was also a woman’s red zip-up cosmetic purse, pushed to one side and spilling lipstick, compact, nail polishes, and hair grips; nearby was a pack of Band-Aids. Jarrow hitched a bath towel around his waist and went back into the main room to check the window.
Wherever this was, it lay among high-rises in what was clearly a large city center. But whichever way he tried projecting the angles, he couldn’t reconcile it remotely with any view of Minneapolis. He let the drape fall back and stood rubbing his brow, eyes closed, as if hoping to massage the illusion away. But nothing had changed when he opened them again.
Baffled, he turned away from the window, and his eye came to rest on the plastic stand on the table beside the tray, containing copies of the hotel directory and various promotional materials. He picked up the directory and opened it. The introductory page carried the face of a smiling black woman in a yellow blouse and blue tunic. “Welcome!” the caption read, “…to the Atlanta Hyatt.”
Atlanta?
Jarrow hadn’t been to Atlanta since a weekend over ten years ago, when he’d attended an educational conference. He could think of nobody that he knew in the area, nor any business that might have brought him there. He swallowed hard as the realization sank in that something very strange had happened to him; his confusion began giving way to fear.
First, he needed to get dressed. He went back across the room to inspect the closet. It contained a couple of suits, one light gray, one dark with a thin pinstripe, several clean shirts, neckties, a pair of casual slacks, a maroon bathrobe, and a blue, hip-length topcoat. As with the other items in the room, he had never seen them before. The other side of the closet revealed a blouse and skirt, a pair of blue jeans, a woman’s green coat, and an orange dress. No sign of any of his own clothes.
He tried the leather traveling case: socks, underwear, handkerchiefs, clothes brush, and other personal items—all a man’s, but not his. A plastic bag inside at one end contained laundry. He looked briefly in the shoulder bag, but as he had anticipated, it was the woman’s. Frantic now, he searched the drawers of the vanity, the cupboard units at either end, the shelf above the closets, and even the space beneath the sink in the bathroom. Nothing. He straightened up, filled one of the tumblers from the cold faucet, and took a long drink. Then he came back into the main room and stood, staring at the clothes in the closet again. As was his tendency when he was thinking, his hand came up unconsciously to pinch at his mustache. But his fingertips met a smooth upper lip.
He turned and looked at himself again in the mirror at the closet door. There was a bruise, a day or two old maybe, on his temple. And he had a Band-Aid on one side of his neck a short distance below his right ear. When he explored the spot with his fingertips it felt tender and slightly sore.
But the face was familiar: clear-skinned and clean-shaven, with black wavy hair and dark eyes; and he could detect nothing unusual about the lithe, swarthy-skinned body. Yet the sight seemed to jar with strange stirrings half remembered. He’d had the same kind of feeling, momentarily, when he first caught sight of himself in the larger mirror upon getting up from the bed.
He was sure that he had a habit of pinching his mustache when he was thinking or brooding; indeed, hadn’t the reflex just manifested itself? But how could that be, when he didn’t have a mustache? Maybe he’d had one once, and—along with a lot of other strange things that seemed to have been going on—had forgotten getting rid of it. Or could it be simply the remnant of an uncommonly vivid dream?…He needed a shave, he noted. But that could wait.
A door opened and closed somewhere nearby in the corridor outside. Voices sounded loudly for a few seconds, then receded, reminding Jarrow of the impending confrontation that could come at any moment. He looked at the woman’s things scattered around the room, the remains of the meal and the drink, the untouched second bed. The vision of casual, abandoned intimacy repelled and unnerved him. Even without the disorientation of his predicament, facing the aftermath would have been ordeal enough. He had to get away and find somewhere to think alone without this kind of complication. And there was only one way....
He took down the pants of the gray suit and measured them against his leg. They seemed to be about his size, anyway. He draped them on the edge of the bed and held the jacket against himself. It was the right width and length. Fumbling in his haste and anxiety, he took some socks and underwear from the traveling case, pulled on the pants, and buttoned himself into one of the clean shirts hanging in the closet. He found a pair of men’s black leather shoes tossed near the wall by the bathroom door, which again fitted perfectly, and selected a plain dark blue tie from the rack. Finally, he slipped on the jacket and moved across the room to survey the items on the bureau-vanity more closely.
His next shock came when he opened the black briefcase and found a pair of guns staring up at him. He knew nothing about weapons, but one was a large automatic pistol and looked powerful, while the other was small and slim, lighter in construction, probably intended for concealment. With them was a plastic case containing an assortment of what looked like tools, drills, and other gadgets that didn’t mean anything, along with a number of electronic devices, equally baffling. Jarrow stared in horrified fascination for several seconds, then closed the briefcase decisively and pushed it aside. He didn’t have time now to worry about what it meant, and he certainly wasn’t about to risk complicating this situation further by taking it with him.
The loose change went into one of the pants pockets, and after a moment’s hesitation the keys. There was also a hotel memo pad with the top sheet turned over and several phone numbers scrawled on the one that was exposed. They didn’t convey anything. He turned back the top sheet and found scrawled on it the words:
Headman to ship out via J’ville, sometime Nov 19. Check ref “Cop 3.”
Jarrow shrugged and dropped the pad into one of the side pockets of his jacket, along with the room’s electronically coded passcard. He took a handkerchief from the traveling case and then picked up the wallet. Inside was a personal ID card in a transparent window—and that was when he got the next shock, causing him to gasp aloud. The ID card was made out for a Maurice Gordon, said to be from Philadelphia; but the face looking back out at him—smooth-shaven, olive-skinned, with black wavy hair—was his own. A hasty check of the wallet’s other compartments revealed that Maurice Gordon was cleared by the IRS to leave the country at will, belonged to the Eastern Pennsylvania Chamber of Commerce, and had recently visited Washington. Also, he believed in being prepared for emergencies: the wallet contained almost $2,500 in cash. Jarrow stuffed the wallet into an inside pocket, went to the door again, paused for a deep breath to steady himself, and let himself out.
A sign a short distance away directed him to the elevators. When he was halfway along the corridor, a woman came around the corner, heading the other way. Certain that it was his unknown companion, Jarrow tensed for the encounter, but she passed by with just an uncertain half smile, sensing his apprehension. Getting too jumpy, he told himself as he pressed the call button at the elevator. Calm down. Got to calm down.
The car arrived. Despite his admonition, he felt himself tensing again as the door opened, but the car was empty. “Which floor do you require?” a synthetic voice asked from a grille as he got in.
“Main lobby.”
In his present state of mind, a thousand-mile overland trip back to Minneapolis was out of the question. Flying was a far more restricted affair than had once been the case, and a ticket would only be issued on production of a valid internal passport carrying a certificate of compliance issued by the taxation department of one’s state of residence. Since the only travel category authorized in Jarrow’s internal passport was the low-priority grade that came with his junior high-school teacher’s status, he had resigned himself to the prospect of a long wait at the airport.
But the thought occurred to him as the elevator descended that the ID he was carrying meant that he would have to collect the mysterious Maurice Gordon’s passport from Reception on checking out, and from the quick assessment he’d made from the contents of the wallet, there seemed a good chance that Gordon might have a higher-category authorization. So one small blessing could be that he’d get home sooner.
When Jarrow came out of the elevator, a man in a white hat was disputing something with the clerk at the desk, gesticulating furiously and then starting all over again whenever the clerk tried to answer. Jarrow watched from behind a pillar. The problem seemed interminable. Another woman came out behind him from the adjacent elevator and again he froze, but she ignored him and went out the front door. Finally, the dialogue at the desk ended, and the man in the white hat stomped away. Jarrow emerged and approached warily.
The clerk greeted him matter-of-factly. “Good morning, sir.”
“Hello. Er, room…” Jarrow looked at the passcard in his hand, then realized that he didn’t know the room number. For security reasons the code printed on the electronic passes wasn’t the same as the door numbers. He slid the passcard across the counter without finishing the sentence. The clerk inserted it into a terminal.
“Mr. Gordon, room 1406?”
Jarrow nodded, at the same time swallowing involuntarily. “That’s right.”
“How can I help you?”
“I need to leave right away.”
“Okay. Let’s see, there are a few extra charges I have to add in here. It won’t take a second.” The clerk consulted unseen oracles and tapped at keys.
Jarrow looked around anxiously, expecting at any moment to hear a shout or see somebody coming toward him from the elevators. A call-tone sounded from a phone behind the desk. Another clerk took it. Jarrow watched uneasily. The clerk said something into the handset, listened, and his eyes came to rest on Jarrow. In his mind, Jarrow could picture security staff already rushing to the lobby, police cruisers drawing up outside. He felt perspiration rushing down his back, certain that every line on his face was a beacon broadcasting that something was amiss and screaming for attention. But the clerk’s gaze drifted casually away again, then he grinned to himself and started ribbing whoever was at the other end. Jarrow looked away, telling himself again to calm down.
“If you’ll just okay that, Mr. Gordon.”
“What?…Oh, yes.” Jarrow inspected the bill that appeared on the customer screen built into the top of the counter. “It says three nights. Is that right? I’ve been here three nights?”
“Today is Tuesday, sir. According to the record, you arrived late Saturday afternoon without a reservation. Isn’t that correct?”
“Sure. I was just checking. That’s okay.”
“I need your coder, sir.”
“Er, pardon?” He hadn’t thought to check that he had one.
“Your personal verification coder, Mr. Gordon. I need it to verify the bill.”
“Oh, of course.” Jarrow reached inside his jacket and drew out Gordon’s wallet. Rummaging inside he found a PVC with the name maurice j. gordon embossed in visible print. The clerk took it and pushed it into a slot while Jarrow watched woodenly, waiting for the inevitable rejection, or for some other irregularity to signal itself.
“That’s fine, Mr. Gordon. Here you are.” The clerk returned the coder, along with a U.S. internal passport. Numb with relief and not a little surprise, Jarrow accepted them and nodded mutely. He looked at the passport and saw that it was made out in the name of Maurice J. Gordon. The picture alongside the thumbprint was his own. It was in order and carried a high-priority flight authorization. “Thanks for using the Hyatt. Come and see us in Atlanta again sometime.”
“Thank you. Can I get a cab to the airport?”
“Sure. There should be a couple outside. The doorman will take care of it.”
“How far away is it?”
“This time of morning, aw, about twenty, twenty-five minutes. What time’s your flight?”
“I haven’t booked one yet. Thanks....Thanks again.”
“Have a good one.”
Jarrow got a cab straightaway at the main entrance, but it was several miles before he felt safe and could settle back in the seat to begin taking stock of his circumstances.
“Driver, what day is it?” he asked, leaning forward, just to double-check.
“Tuesday, all of it, last I heard.”
Jarrow sat back again, shaking his head. It was crazy.
FOUR
It had been several years since Jarrow last flew. He didn’t enjoy it. The terminal had a worn and shabby look, seeming to exude the weariness of a world that was running down. There was growing concern about the effects of jet exhaust on the stratosphere, and the government had been talking about cutting the annual mileage allocations auctioned to airlines and raising rates to reduce the number of flights further. Jarrow hadn’t realized that the measures were so far advanced, however. Half the airport’s facilities appeared to be closed, and the departure lounge into which Jarrow eventually found his way was packed with anxious and harassed travelers milling around the check-in desks as they jockeyed for places, or sitting out interminable waits amid piles of baggage and restless children. Taking in the scene, Jarrow resigned himself to the inevitability of a long delay. But to his grateful relief, Gordon’s passport got him onto a United flight due to depart, as luck would have it, in less than an hour, with a stop at Chicago. He hadn’t realized that the fares had gone up so much, either, but Gordon’s cash reserve took care of that.
The man who lowered himself ponderously into the seat next to Jarrow’s was fifty pounds overweight, breathed wheezily, and smelled of stale perspiration. He overflowed the armrest with his elbows and invaded the aisle space on one side and Jarrow’s legroom on the other with his knees. Jarrow pulled himself in as far as possible and prepared himself for an uncomfortable flight.
The man leaned back, spreading his elbows wider to unfasten his necktie, then sideways, thrusting a shoulder across, to fish a pack of gum from his jacket pocket with the other hand. “These flying sardine cans don’t get any better,” he drawled.
“Right.” Jarrow had the sinking feeling that this was the prelude to something that could go on all through the flight. During the cab ride from the hotel and amid the bustle of the airport, he had been waiting for a few hours of quiet to pull himself together and collect his thoughts.
“You do this route often?”
“Er, no.”
The wrapper came off one of the wafers of gum, and the gum went into the mouth, which proceeded to chomp noisily. “I used to do it all the time. I know the scenery from here to the Windy City like my local road into town. Had to cut it back some in the last six months, though—with the new restrictions.”
“Oh.”
“I’m in tiles and flooring. How about you?”
“Pardon?”
“What line are you in?”
“Oh. Teaching. I teach.”
“That’s nice.” There was a short silence, apart from the gum cracking. The information had evidently provoked no further thought or curiosity. Jarrow was beginning to hope that perhaps he would be permitted some peace for his own reflections after all, when the man shifted his bulk heavily again and leaned closer. Jarrow caught a whiff of bad breath mixed with the odor of gum. “Of course, you know what it’s all about.”
“What?”
“All this cutting back and clamping down. Why we can’t catch a plane anytime we want anymore, or why you can get fined for running an air conditioner if it’s below seventy-five. You know what’s really going on?”
Jarrow sighed. Everybody knew why such things were necessary. He didn’t want to get into this. “It’s a limited world,” he recited. “The Profligate Era overstretched everything. We have to get back to a proper balance, conserve resources.”
A thick-fingered hand waved itself in front of his face. “Nah, that’s not why. It’s because they know what’s down the line. The Russian heap of cards came apart, right, and now it’s all a mess over there. The old firm’s supposed to be junked, and now they’re all going their own way, okay?…But that ain’t the way it is. See, the way I figure it is, them Communists are still out there, in the space bubbles and on the Moon. That’s who’s really running things out there. And one day they’re gonna be coming back to settle the old action, and our people know it. So everything’s gotta be put into the military, and it’s why we have to have all this security. We can’t afford luxuries for now.”
Jarrow groaned inwardly. Yes, Earth had to remain on its guard against the Offworlder threat, but this half-wit had it all wrong. The danger was simply one posed by economic reality: their reckless expansion of industry and population was bound to outrun the capacity of their resources to sustain, and when that happened they would look to Earth’s, which were strained enough as things were. Anyone who couldn’t see that, or who needed to conjure up the ghosts of defunct political ideologies to explain the situation, wasn’t someone to waste breath arguing with. And just at this moment, Jarrow wasn’t interested in arguing with anybody.
“I’m sorry, I’ve had a couple of tough days,” he said. “Nice talking to you, but I need to catch up on my sleep.” Without waiting for a response, he slid down in his seat, closed his eyes, and began going over what he could remember.
Three days....The clerk at the Hyatt had told him he had checked in on Saturday. And it seemed that Jarrow had acquired all the trappings and identity of Maurice Gordon by that time. His visit to Dr. Valdheim’s had been on Thursday. What had happened during those missing forty-eight hours?
The fat man crashed about in the seat next to him again, derailing his thoughts. The ceaseless noise of gum-chewing sawed at his nerves.
The last thing he could recall before waking up in the hotel was looking up from the QUIP apparatus as he went under. At the thought of the probes and contacts around his head, all his misgivings about anything technological—and medical technology in particular—returned. Was it possible that he hadn’t awakened at all, and all of this was taking place in his mind?
Weariness came over him with the effort of trying to make sense of it, and he drifted into a genuine, if fitful, sleep. At Chicago the fat man, thankfully, deplaned. His place was taken by a wan-faced woman who said not a word and was no trouble. After takeoff, Jarrow dozed again, awakening only when the cabin attendant roused him for the descent into Minneapolis. Through the window on one side as the plane banked, he caught a glimpse of a curve of the Mississippi and the plains to the south of the city, and saw to his surprise that there was plenty of snow about. He thought it had just about cleared. Maybe there had been a freak storm late in the season while he’d been gone, as sometimes happened.
When he got out, he decided that must have been the case: the weather had turned cold. He was glad that he’d brought Gordon’s topcoat with him.
 
Since his divorce, Jarrow had lived alone in what was called Brooklyn Center, eight miles north of the metropolis. The apartment, one of sixty in a twin-tower layer cake of gray concrete and aluminum-ribbed glass shamelessly flaunting the name Orchard Lea Court, had seen better days. With the extension of urban rent controls, landlords and builders had been showing typical social irresponsibility by pulling out of the private-residence business, and it was now necessary for dwelling space to be allocated on a number-of-occupants basis. In fact, Jarrow was above par in getting what he had. That was one of the areas where being a teacher could help.
It must have been quite a storm, he concluded, seeing the piles of cleared snow along the sidewalks as he began tottering and slithering the two icy blocks from the nearest autoshuttle point. But when he had gone no more than a few yards, he saw that the snow was dirty and in many places lay on top of the compacted slush that looked as if it had been there a lot longer than three days. He puzzled over this oddity as he walked—and then stopped dead as the realization hit him that the assumption he’d been carrying uncritically all the way from Atlanta was completely without foundation.
He had presumed that his visit to Valdheim had been last Thursday, two days before he checked into the Hyatt. But there was no reason, of course, why it should be so. In fact, it was now so obvious from the changes that had taken place that whatever had happened must have involved far more time than three days, that he could find no explanation for taking so long to see it. Perhaps it was all affecting him even more than he realized. He began moving again, his pace quickening despite the treacherous surface underfoot, in growing disquiet and agitation.
And then, on reaching Orchard Lea Court, he stopped again to stare at the block across the street. Unless he’d been walking in and out for weeks without noticing, it had suddenly acquired a whole new frontage. Surely, the last time he’d seen it, hadn’t it been empty, with a sign advertising a takeover by new owners and plans for converting it into offices? Now it was in business, with a new door and entrance hall, fresh paint, and logos on the windows advertising several brave enterprises now in residence. That hadn’t happened over the weekend, either. More puzzled than ever, Jarrow turned and walked up the steps to the entrance of “B” tower.
Inside, he paused and stood looking around. The lobby area looked even more run-down than he remembered, with walls scuffed and scratched and the carpet on the stairs by the elevator worn threadbare at the edges. He walked over to the elevator and pressed the call button. The machinery inside responded with creaks and rumblings. And then as he waited, mentally playing through the picture of entering his apartment and wondering if any new surprises were lying in wait for him there, he realized that he probably didn’t have a key to get in. He felt inside his pocket and pulled out the keys that he’d picked up in the hotel room. As he’d feared, none were his own. The car arrived and the door in front of him slid aside. But there was no point in getting in. He stood looking around him in a quandary.
There was a movement in the janitor’s room by the main entrance, and a figure rose behind the window facing out over the lobby. Moments later, a gnarled, wispy-haired Hispanic shuffled out, wearing a blue workshirt beneath a tan, kapok-padded vest. Jarrow had never seen him before.
“You lookin’ for somebody in here, or sump’n?”
“Ah, just the man.” Jarrow tried to force a disarming grin, but it wouldn’t quite work. “Look, I’ve got a small problem here. I’ve lost my key, and I’m locked out. Can you come up and let me in? It’s 703.”
The janitor flashed him a suspicious look. “703?”
“Right.”
“I can’t let nobody in except a resident. Who are you, anyhow?”
Jarrow wasn’t in a mood to be given even more of a hard time than he was having already. And he didn’t like the man’s tone. “Look,” he said tiredly, “if you’re new to the job, give yourself time to learn all the faces before you try that kind of stuff. I am the resident, okay?”
“Get outta here.”
All the tension that had been accumulating since early that morning erupted. “Look at your list, for God’s sake,” Jarrow snapped. “The name is Jarrow. I want to get into my apartment.”
“Jarrow, huh?”
“Right.” The janitor wasn’t budging. Jarrow’s voice rose higher. “Look, what the hell is this? I’ve been out of town, and I haven’t had the best of weekends. So will you quit trying to be a hardass, or whatever you’re playing at, and just do what I’m asking you to?”
The janitor backed toward the doorway he had emerged from. “What kinda asshole are you? I ain’t never seen you before, an’ I ain’t never heard o’ no Jarrow. Now I’m warnin’ yuh, if you don’t get out I’m callin’ the cops.”
Jarrow sighed, then changed tactics and spread his hands imploringly. “Look, I’m telling you I’m Richard Jarrow. I live in number 703. Why is that such a hard thing to believe?” Inwardly he was seized by a sudden misgiving as he realized that all he needed now was for the janitor to ask for some ID. Jarrow didn’t have a shred that he could produce.
“What are you talkin’ about?” the janitor rasped. “People called Ryan live in 703. Have done as long as I’ve worked here.”
“And how the hell long is that?” Jarrow challenged, getting angry again.
“Three months now, just over—if that’s any o’ your business. So don’t you go tellin’ me I need to learn any faces.”
Jarrow gaped, all the belligerence evaporating out of him. But even that didn’t add up. He turned and stared out through the doors at the mounds of snow piled along the sidewalk. Three months would put them into midsummer: June or July. This was getting even crazier.
He turned a baffled face back toward the janitor, who was hovering just outside his cubbyhole with obvious doubts as to Jarrow’s motives or sanity.
“What’s the date today?” Jarrow whispered.
The janitor retreated into his room and reappeared with a stained copy of the Minneapolis Star & Tribune. “November seventeenth.”
“November? That’s impossible!”
“That’s what it says, right here. Think I can’t read or sump’n? Take a look yourself.” The janitor thrust the paper out, at the same time keeping his distance. Jarrow took it and read the line below the banner disbelievingly. The janitor’s voice mumbled on in the background. “Comin’ in here tellin’ me I don’t know my job, sayin’ he lives here. Asshole don’t even know what month it is.”
Jarrow handed the paper back numbly. His last recollection before finding himself in Atlanta was his visit to Dr. Valdheim. That had been on the third of April.
He had lost over seven months of his life.
FIVE
When he was ten years old or so, Richard Jarrow had become a Galactic Ranger. Membership was acquired by filling in an application from the back of a breakfast cereal box and sending it in with ten dollars and five tokens. In return, the prospective interstellar lawman received a visored communicator helmet; space navigator’s equipment belt and sidearm; official ID card and badge; a top-secret manual containing various codes and signaling procedures, instructions for dealing with a host of unlikely situations, charts of the organizational command structure, rules and regulations, and the Ranger’s Code of Honor. It also included a tear-out registration form to be completed and returned for filing at Galactic Strike Command Headquarters, care of the Krispbix Foods Corporation, which among other things listed height, weight, color of hair and eyes, and any other distinguishing features.
In response to the last question, young Jarrow had described a birthmark on his left forearm, vaguely shaped like South America. For some strange reason he couldn’t actually summon to mind any visual recollection of what it looked like. But he remembered quite definitely filling in the answer. The stranger thing was that there was no trace of such a mark on his arm now.
He was also becoming aware of other, similar peculiarities concerning events he was certain he remembered as having happened, but that he was unable to reconcile with his circumstances now. There had been an occasion in his teenage years, for example, when he went on vacation with some friends to Texas in July and had been badly sunburned. He remembered the doctor who treated him commenting that with his fair skin he should have taken it easier for the first few days. But how could that have been, when Jarrow had olive skin and a Mediterranean complexion?
He sat on the edge of the single bed in a nondescript room with wallpaper and cheap drapes, and tapped a number into the keypad of the viewphone. For refuge, he had sought out one of the small hotels in downtown Minneapolis, which, for cash, would waive the regulations requiring ID. Maurice Gordon, he’d decided, would be better buried for the time being, until he found out more about him.
The girl who answered the call was thin and pallid, with dark hair fluffed out around her head like a smoky halo. She wore a bored and indifferent expression. “D.K. Properties.”
“Hello. You’re the company that handles the rentals at Orchard Lea Court in Brooklyn Center?”
“Yes, we do.”
“Ah, I wonder if you can help me. I’m trying to trace a Mr. Richard Jarrow who used to be in number 703. Can you tell me—”
“Hang on one second.” The girl turned away, and the sound of computer keys being hammered came over the audio. A phone rang somewhere in the background. “703, you said?”
“Right.”
“What was the name again?”
“Jarrow.”
“Right....Well, he ain’t there no more. It’s let in the name of Ryan. Jarrow’s contract terminated end of May last year.”
“Er, do you have any indication of why?”
“We’re not into life histories here. We just rent apartments, okay?”
“I understand. Oh, one more thing. Does it say where he went? Do you have a forwarding address, anything like that?”
“All it’s got here is that the contract ran out at the end of May. That’s all I can tell you.”
“I see. Thanks anyw—” The screen blanked out.
Jarrow touched a key to disconnect, swung his legs up off the floor, and lay back against the pillows stacked at the head of the bed. He had been lying there like this ever since he checked in, groping for a hint of a lead that never came. A whole chunk of his life, from the April 3 that he remembered through to November 17, which he had to accept as the current date, had vanished. On top of that, even his recollections from before—from times that he had no reason to view as having been abnormal—were sprinkled with details that couldn’t be true. And as if that wasn’t disconcerting enough, he had returned to find himself surrounded by evidence of a life-style that wasn’t his, and in possession of the clothes and ID of somebody he’d never heard of.
He stared at the picture of buffalo hanging above the brown-painted chest of drawers on the other side of the room. The buffalo didn’t have an answer to offer. Jarrow thought for a few minutes longer, then got up, took the blue topcoat from the hook behind the door, and went back down to the street.
 
The time was just coming up to four in the afternoon when Jarrow arrived at Linden Junior High. After his experience with the janitor the day before, he was wary of relying on being recognized to get him past the security desk—especially since he had no documentation to verify who he was. Respect for authority and the kinds of safeguards necessary for the orderly functioning of society were essential in the makeup of future citizens, and the educational environment was designed to instill familiarity and acceptance from an early age. Students carried electronically coded IDs, filled in forms, and had to get permits for just about everything, and were organized into progressive levels of seniority that taught due deference to higher ranks. They were reviewed periodically in a “personal profile” that included assessments of such qualities as group conformity and social adaptability, as well as academic performance, and this constituted the beginnings of a cumulative record of appraisals that would accompany them through, and in many cases have much to do with determining, their careers.
However, the buildings also contained a number of staff doors that could be opened by number codes, which Jarrow knew. He went around to the side of the central building, which contained the staff rooms and offices, entered the digits into the touchbox, and a few moments later appeared from a side corridor leading into the main hall. There, he paused to take stock of the general situation.
A new door had been installed at the end of the corridor leading to Ms. Filey’s and Chet Orne’s classrooms, but by now Jarrow was learning to expect things like that. The posters around the bulletin board were different. One was a chart of the human body populated by caricatures of directors in suits inhabiting the head and sending out orders, and depictions of assorted professionals, public servants, tradespeople, and workers in various places carrying out their assigned tasks. The slogan above read: each part has its place. so do we. Another extolled the virtues of group conformity by showing a ridiculously portrayed pig with artificial wings strapped to its back about to leap from a tree, while other pigs looked on from below in various attitudes of scorn and derision. be smart: play your part, the caption exhorted. Farther along, some shelves had been put up in the hall area to accommodate overflow from the library.
Jarrow had arrived as classes were changing, and students were free to move in the corridors without passes. The younger faces were unfamiliar to him, which was to be expected if they were from the September intake. As he moved on past the library, heading for the staff living room and general office, a group from one of his own freshman social integration classes came around the corner from the refectory. Sally Bolin was giggling as usual, sharing a joke with Wendy Redcliff; behind them were Jerry Hodge, a few pounds heavier, and Abud Taraki, the large-eyed Iranian, still wearing the same red neckerchief with gold-embroidered eagles’ heads. They’d all be sophomores now.
All at once, being in familiar surroundings again, seeing faces that he knew, brought the first feeling of respite from the confusion that had been racking Jarrow ever since his strange awakening that morning. Relief flooded through him, drowning the doubts and bringing a conviction that somehow, everything would work itself out now. Forgetting all misgivings, he changed direction to intercept the group and grinned at them delightedly, yet in a way that couldn’t come close to expressing what he felt at that moment.
But the two girls looked through him as if he weren’t there and went on their way sniggering and chattering, while Jerry and Abud exchanged glances just long enough to confirm to each other that this guy was acting strangely. Abud stopped to look at Jarrow inquiringly, while Jerry slowed a few paces ahead.
“Are you looking for someone?” Abud asked cautiously.
“Abud. Don’t you remember me? I can’t have changed that much.” Jarrow spread his hands in appeal, at the same time broadening his grin to a point that he realized too late was inane.
Abud backed off a pace. “No, I don’t.”
Jarrow’s smile faded into incomprehension. He turned to Jerry. “You must know me. Don’t you?”
Jerry shook his had. “Sorry.” He looked at Abud. “Come on. We’ll be late. Pass-break’ll be over in less than a minute.”
Abud retreated after Jerry. “The school office is that way,” Abud threw back over his shoulder, pointing. “They’ll be able to help you in there.”
And then a commanding voice spoke from a speaker somewhere behind and above. “Attention, person wearing the blue coat.” Jarrow spun around and looked up. One of the surveillance cameras was trained on him. He was so used to walking about the place oblivious to them that he had forgotten. “This is security. You have not been identified as authorized to be on the premises. Remain where you are.”
Panic hit, a desperation to find somebody who would know him. He turned and fled for the staff lounge, opened the door, and went through.
The first impressions to filter through his muddled senses were of everything inside being much as he remembered: the same pair of worn armchairs and a couch, the mural TV framed by bookshelves, forming the centerpiece of the far wall, the coffee urn on its table by the door into the cloakroom. But a couple of the faces that looked up in surprise at the hastiness of his entry were new. Louise Kreishner, who taught first- to third-year English, was filling a mug from the urn; Ivor Nimmo, the gym coach, was talking to another man, unknown to Jarrow, in the easy chairs by one of the two low tables in the center of the room; and Jenny Lauer, who taught conservation and deindustrialization, was marking papers at the long desk by the window.
There was an awkward silence as whatever conversation had been going on a moment before ceased. Then Nimmo raised his eyebrows inquiringly, without a flicker of recognition. He was a solid, loose-limbed man with a healthy, ruddy-skinned face and fringes of golden curls hanging on doggedly to a head that was mostly smooth. He had on a maroon track suit and blue-and-white sneakers. Jarrow was not fond of sports and had always found Nimmo intimidating.
“Yes? Can we help you?”
Jarrow shook his head incredulously. “Ivor. It’s me.”
Nimmo’s brow knotted. “Sorry, but it’s not obvious....Have we met?”
“Met? We only worked together for three years.” Jarrow waited. Nimmo showed his palms and shrugged. “Well, I’m Richard Jarrow, for God’s sake!”
At this, Louise Kreishner straightened up from the coffee urn and turned, holding her mug in her hand, and Jenny Lauer stared from her chair at the desk; but neither of them showed any more sign of knowing him than Nimmo had.
Jarrow looked from Nimmo to Louise, to Jenny, briefly at the strangers, who were all attention by now, and then back to Nimmo. “What the hell is this, guys? Look, I know this might be something of a surprise, but people can reappear after long absences, you know. Why are you all looking at me as if I’d walked in with two heads?”
Nimmo frowned, then looked away at the others as if for support or suggestions.
“Go and get Irwin,” Jenny muttered from the desk in a low voice, clearly meaning Irwin Shafer, the school principal.
Then the door behind Jarrow opened again and a man in a blue police-style shirt stepped through, the flap of his gun holster unfastened and his hand resting pointedly on the butt of the weapon. Jarrow knew him at once: Chip Rogers, one of the security officers, but Rogers obviously didn’t know him. “Who are you?” he demanded curtly. “Didn’t you hear the order to stay put out there?” He looked at the others. “Does anyone know this guy? Has he got business here?”
Nimmo shook his head. “Never saw him before.”
“You’d better come with me,” Rogers said, loosening the gun further.
Jarrow looked from one to another protestingly. “But this is crazy! I know you. You’re Ivor Nimmo. You teach phys ed here, right?” He stabbed a finger in the direction of each of the others in turn. “And I know you, Louise, and you, Jenny. Christ, doesn’t anyone’s memory go back as far as April? Is there some kind of mass blackout going around that nobody’s told me about?”
The new people in the room exchanged uncomfortable glances and shuffled in their seats. Louise put down the coffee mug and crossed over to the door. “He says he’s Jarrow,” she explained, speaking with the low, overly calm condescension of somebody anxious not to provoke a lunatic. “Will you come with us to Irwin’s office, Chip?”
“I’ll come too,” Nimmo said, bracing his arms on the sides of his chair and rising.
Louise led the way back into the corridor, Jarrow following, and Nimmo bringing up the rear with Rogers. “We’re going to Irwin Shafer’s office, right?” Jarrow said, turning his head and making an empty-handed gesture. “You see, I know…” He saw that the words were making no impression. Suddenly he felt foolish, and his voice trailed away.
Minutes later he was standing by Shafer’s desk, watching the same mixture of hostility and suspicion spread over the principal’s heavy-jowled moon of a face as Louise related the story. Behind them, Nimmo stood watching with his back to the closed door, Rogers alongside.
“Who are you, and how do you come to know so much about us here?” Shafer asked finally in his quiet but intense, half-whispering voice.
“How else would I know if I wasn’t who I say I am?” Jarrow demanded. “Irwin, we’ve known each other for years. You hired me. Will somebody tell me what the hell’s going on here?”
Shafer seemed to consider his options for a few seconds, then looked up. “Do you really believe what you’re saying, or is this some kind of sick joke?”
“Why should it be a joke? Look, I’m Richard Jarrow. Check your files and I’ll tell you anything from them that you want to know.
Shafer looked somberly at the other two, seemingly ignoring Jarrow entirely. Then he sighed and lifted himself from the chair. He moved around to the wall behind Jarrow, where a collection of group photographs was hanging in frames, and took one down. “Do you recognize anyone in that picture?” he asked, handing it to Jarrow.
Jarrow looked. The picture showed three rows of students, the front row sitting on the ground, second on chairs, third standing, with staff members clustered in the center. “Why, sure,” Jarrow said. He pointed. “That’s Jenny Lauer in the middle, who was back there in the living room just now. Ken Yallows is next to her. I know most of these students. Xedong, here, Matthews, Casey, Wilheim, Rostalli....You want me to go through the whole list?”
“How about him, there?” Shafer indicated with a finger. “The one standing on the other side of Jenny Lauer.”
Jarrow peered at the man. He seemed to be more or less medium in build, with graying hair, and a pink, babyish face masked by a mustache. Jarrow shook his head. “I don’t think I know him.”
Shafer took the picture back. His eyes had the steely look of a hanging judge who had just heard all the evidence he needed. “Well, that’s very strange,” he said huskily. “You should, because that is Richard Jarrow. And now mister whoever-you-really-are, I want you to tell me what the hell’s going on, before I have the police called in. Richard Jarrow died from a stroke in May. All of us that you’re
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