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A blur of red lights danced across a wet New York highway.

Through rain lashed windshield Sophia watched the cars ahead weaving from lane to lane in Friday evening rush hour traffic. She shook her head to their attempts of adding an extra ten minutes to a weekend of freedom. Her gaze leaving their race she looked to her husband and broke the silence between them.

“Well, Josh?”

“Well what?” He snapped, his eyes not leaving the hectic road.

“Shhh,” Sophia hushed. “You’ll wake the boys.”

Turning to check if their father had woken them she smiled. They had not roused, embraced by their safety seats and wrapped up in matching fleece jackets as identical as the twins themselves. At the age of two years they had become oblivious to their parent’s frequent arguments and continued to sleep on.

Sophia’s dark brown eyes glared at Josh. With a brief glance back to the sleeping twins and then to him, she looked out into the autumnal night’s heavy rain, her delicate features and shoulder length red hair highlighted in oncoming traffic’s stark white headlights. 

Sophia held her tongue, recalling how late at night from the nursery room door she and Josh would often watch the twins sleep.

‘Best years of their lives,’ they would joke, envious of their children’s peace, not only with the world but also within themselves. The joking between them had ebbed away over the last few months. Now the idea of any kind of peace had turned into an obsessive wish, for them both.

“Dinner, tomorrow night,” Sophia reminded her husband.

“No,” Josh said. “I mean, I don’t want to go,” he added, aware of his abrupt tone.

“But I’ve made reservations.” Sophia paused. She stared at Josh. “And managed to get a baby sitter.”

She waited for a response, any response, yet none came. Looking to the window beside her, she tried to find some peace in the rain’s silver creases trickling down its glass.

“Do you know how hard it is to get a sitter these days?” She pressed. “When was the last time we went out, just the two of us? Anywhere?”

A despondent Sophia looked back out into the night in Josh’s silence, her bottom lip clenched tight between her teeth.

She couldn’t understand where her husband had gone. Where was the wonderful man she knew, had met and fallen in love with?  Sophia was strong. It had been her great inner strength that had attracted Josh to her from the first moment they had met. The irony now was that he put to test this quality he so admired within her. 

Sophia was also patient, but she knew with all her strength of character that patience would not last forever and had begun to think what she had once believed unimaginable, taking the boys and leaving him.

Their car skidded slightly, jolting Sophia from her thoughts. She watched Josh sound the horn and mumble at the car they had just narrowly missed, projecting his own ineptness onto its driver to cover for his own mistakes.

The twins stirred. Their mother instinctively turned back to them.

“Be careful, Josh,” she reached out to comfort the boys.

Both gave a soft murmur as Sophia checked the numerous buckles and straps holding them safe, relief arriving on watching tiny sleepy eyelids fall in a return to slumber.

“Remember how you used to say you’d always drive carefully?” Sophia returned to her seat. She began to smile. “Precious cargo you used to call us, remember?”

Her smile faded as Josh shrugged silently into the wet night.

It was then Sophia saw a glimpse of her husband’s inner turmoil, his pain and remorse. These small glimpses were what had kept her faith in him and their future together over the past few months. They gave her the knowledge Josh was still there, somewhere. ‘The real Josh was just hiding, he’ll be back,’ Sophia would reassure herself, and sometimes he was, albeit for the briefest of moments. These fleeting insights were what kept her by his side in hope the real Josh would return one day.

It broke her heart to see the husband she adored struggle and be so hard on himself. Sophia could not bear to see him so lost.

“I’m sorry, it’s been a rough week,” Josh said, his eyes still fixed on the road ahead.

Sophia reached over and placed a hand on his leg.

“Why don’t you talk to your partners, Josh? See if you can take a break, just a little one. I’m quite sure they can design houses without you for a short while.”

She gave his thigh a gentle squeeze.

“Just ask them, Josh, ask them to...”

Sophia stopped as her husband tensed beneath her fingers tips. Pulling her hand away, her body pushed back into her seat as the car accelerated.

They had argued about his beloved work as Sophia often called it more than anything else. The little time he already spent at home would mostly be taken alone at work in his study, coming to bed in the early hours of the morning, if at all.

Waking alone at dawn, Sophia would often find an exhausted Josh stretched across his desk, a computer keyboard serving as a makeshift pillow, a cold cup of coffee in an outstretched hand, its effects worn off long ago. Every time she would reach down with a tender kiss and usher him up to bed.

It pained Sophia to see the answers. To know a remedy for the hurt her husband contained, yet not be able to make him see what could release him from his anguish. Never before understanding when people said it was sometimes more lonely being with someone than actually being alone, that concept was becoming clearer to Sophia by the day.

“Why do you always have to bring my work up?” Josh snapped again.

Sophia tried not to retaliate, to keep her dignity. This time he had pushed her too far.

“Don’t you ever talk to me like that,” she counteracted with as much force.

Her fingers dug into her seat as the car accelerated once more.

“Where have you gone, Josh?” 

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” 

“Well look at yourself. Why are you like this, so distant, so, so horrible?”

“I’m not. Not all the time.”

Shame came to Josh. He knew he shouldn’t be like this any time.

He wanted to tell Sophia how lost he felt, how much she and the boys meant to him. He just couldn’t find the words within him. Nor could he find the reasons why something blocked him from telling her this. Josh was aware that through his actions he was slowly losing his best ally, his best friend and the love of his life. Searching within he still couldn’t understand the barriers stopping him from telling his wife how much he cared, how important she and the boys were to him. 

It felt he had lost something, that a part of him he used to treasure was gone. It had come to the point where he no longer recognised what that part was anymore, but he knew he missed it dearly.

“It’s all here, we’re all here,” Sophia continued. “Josh you have all you need.”

Ignoring his wife’s pleas, he continued his vacant stare into the night ahead.

“Josh slow down.”

He didn’t hear his wife’s frantic calls, or notice the twins stir in the back seat once more. Steeped in his own torment he tried to release the numb, lost feelings hounding him now.

“Slow down,” Sophia shouted, at last breaking Josh from his trance.

It was too late. Both stared at the rear lights of the car in front burning bright in alarm and rushing towards them.

Touching the brakes Josh underestimated the slipperiness of the road now wet after a long hot summer of scorching heat, its surface now holding an ice rink sheen.

The back of their car slid out from behind them. Counteracting with an instinctive pull on the steering wheel in the opposite direction his reactions proved too slow. Wheels locked in place, they continued to career forward through the night’s heavy rain. Josh winced to the sickening thud of metal upon metal as they struck the stationary car in front.

Sophia, Josh and the boy’s defied gravity as the rear end of their car raised high above them. Flipping over the car levelled out, hurtling them upside down through the air above the ground.

Bewilderment played across the twin’s wide eyes. They looked to their parents, searching for some sign of normality, willing them to make this all go away. Sophia turned to them. She stopped, becoming caught in Josh’s gaze.

They stared intensely to each other the way they had always done. Two people sharing a life together, wrapped up within one another’s love, the way they felt it had been every lifetime when they had found each other again.

Reaching out to touch Sophia, Josh broke their timeless spell and the present moment caught up with them in an instant.

As the inevitable road raced up towards them, Josh wanted to be held safe in Sophia’s eyes once more, to tell her what he found so hard to say.

He knew there was no time for those words as he felt the impact of car and road, heard a crunch of steel and musical twinkle of broken glass around him, and then, darkness came.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The subway car was like any other. Universal train smells of dust and metal hung in the air over worn plastic seats and a slight breeze whipped through its open doors. The pages of a discarded newspaper fluttered on one of the seats and an empty coffee cup blew across the floor. In an extended arc it rolled down to the end of the carriage and came to a rest at Josh’s feet. Looking down to the cup he raised his head.

Josh had no idea how he had arrived here, or how long he had been sitting alone in the scratched orange seat at the back of the subway car. It could have been three minutes or three days for all he knew.

Calm and as if nothing could bother him, Josh stretched out. Feeling the snug fit of his Upper Manhattan tailored suit and listening to the creak of Italian leather shoes below him, he leant back with both hands behind his head.

Looking around the empty subway car he noticed a subtle glow came from its metal lined walls and ceiling. He stared up at neon lighting strips for a clue to the train’s radiance. The lights hummed above him and gave no answers. Josh looked to the window beside him trying to see at which station he now sat. Knowing the station was operational by its bright lights, there were neither signs, maps nor people on its platform.

Although Josh considered this unusual he remained seated, encircled by a sense of wellbeing. It felt right for him to be sitting here, like this was where he was supposed to be. Leaning forwards his elbows rested on his knees and bowing his head he smiled to the floor.

Another draft of air ruffled the newspaper a few rows from him. Its pages lifted then settled back down and Josh rose to his feet to retrieve its sheets. Maybe they could offer some clues as to where he was, or somehow tell him how he had arrived here in the first place.

He sat back down before taking a single step, startled by a small childlike giggle echoing throughout the subway car. Josh looked in the direction of the laughter, and then to its owner.

A small boy in striped T-shirt and jeans knelt up on his seat at the far opposite end of the carriage. The child’s mop of brown hair shook as he giggled once more. Raising a small hand he waved across to Josh. Forgetting about the newspaper Josh waved back, not understanding why he had not noticed this young passenger before. Had he been there all along?

The boy remained in his seat and continued to smile over at him.

Guessing him to be around nine years old, Josh waved to him again before turning his attention back to the empty platform. Gleaming white tiled walls greeted him through the subway car’s window as he tried to decipher where he was.

Wisps of cool air played across his cheek and he remembered the newspaper. With thoughts returning back to its pages Josh became distracted by the shuffle of feet at the far end of the carriage. Without a word, three figures walked down the aisle before coming to a stop at the subway car’s exit in the middle of the carriage. Each faced the platform.

A middle-aged woman held the hand of the young girl next to her, both overshadowed by the imposing older man stood behind them.

They seemed unaware of Josh’s presence until the young girl looked over and smiled at him. Josh stared back, puzzled by the appearance of these new passengers.

Tugging on the woman’s hand the young girl pointed Josh out to her. Following the child’s directions the woman looked over to him.

As the young boy giggled from the back of the subway car the young girl laughed with him. The woman looked back out onto the station’s platform.

Her calmness faltered and she turned to the man behind her. He bent down and whispered something in her ear. Her peace regained he gestured to the subway car’s open doors as the station began to fill with a pure white light.

The young girl released her hold and stepped out onto the platform, encouraging the woman to join her. Moving forward to follow the woman stopped and glanced back at the man.

“Thank you,” she said to him.

Turning her head to Josh, her eyes gave him a moment of reassurance before she faced the station and the eager young girl awaiting her arrival onto its platform.

the woman’s eyes sparkled and she too began to laugh as if seeing something joyful beyond the subway car doors. With no hesitation she joined the young girl on the platform.

Remaining on the train the man waved to them both as the woman and the girl became shrouded in light. He stepped back as the subway car hissed and its doors closed in front of him.

The train began to move. Watching the glowing station flow from him Josh stared out into the darkness of the tunnel now entered. His fellow passenger continued to face the doors.

A shudder ran through the subway car as it began to accelerate, prompting the man to turn to Josh and slowly walk towards him.

With each deliberate step he placed a hand on the back of the seats to steady himself as the train swayed along its tracks until he at last stood before Josh.

With some apprehension Josh straightened and looked up to the one who had approached him.

“Hello, Josh,” the man smiled down to him. “I’ve been waiting for you.”
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The man gestured to the seat beside Josh.

“May I?” He asked.

Glancing to the empty seat, Josh nodded and studied the stranger who lowered himself down beside him.

Though his lineless features bore no existence of years, Josh guessed him to be in his early sixties, yet it was his eyes that caught his attention, the kindest he had ever seen, a piercing blue that glistened like pools of Pacific waters. 

“Do I know you?” Josh said.

The man offered his hand.

“My name is, George,” he said, his words more statement than reply.

Josh reached over to receive his welcome. The lights flickered throughout the subway car as the two strangers touched and a small tingle ran up Josh’s arm. He withdraw his hand in surprise.

“How do you know my name?” Josh rubbed his fingers as the sensation lingered on.

George looked across the subway car before turning back to Josh.

“How do you feel, Josh?”  He asked.

Josh looked at the man that seemed to know him so well.

“Fine,” he said after a brief pause.

“No, Josh. How do you really feel?” 

Ready with a quick retort for the stranger something stopped Josh’s words. George’s question had delved deep within him, touching places he would often always keep closed to everyone, even himself. To his surprise Josh began to open up and disclose to his fellow passenger how he really felt.

“I feel like, like I’m supposed to be here.” Josh looked around the train. “I don’t know why, but I do. As if all this is right, the way it should be.”

“Good, this is the best way to be.” George leant back in his seat.

“I’m sorry, but do I know you?” Josh said. “You clearly know me from somewhere, but I’m afraid I can’t remember you at all.” 

George took a moment before speaking.

“And what can you remember?”

“Huh?”

“I want to know what it is you can remember.”

Josh looked to George. He seemed harmless enough, just some lonely old guy riding the subway with nothing better to do.

“Ok, ok,” Josh decided to play along with his little game. “I remember meeting you, the station filling with light, whatever that was, a power surge or something. I remember the lady and her kid, and that other kid who waved at me.” 

“And, Josh?”

“And what?” 

“What else do you remember?”

Growing tired of the old man’s questions Josh shook his head.

“I can remember sitting here in this seat, alone, there was the newspaper, and...” Josh stared at George. “That’s it, that’s all I can remember. I know my name is Josh, I’m thirty three, but that’s it.”

Sitting up he tried to remember something before he had found himself on the subway car. Nothing came to him.

“What’s happened to me? Why have I lost my memory, have I been in some kind of accident or something?” Looking to George for answers his eyes brightened. “Wait.” 

Reaching into his jacket he then rifled through his other pockets.

“It’s gone.” 

“What has gone, Josh?”

“My wallet. Surely I must have a wallet with some ID telling me who I am, cards, money.”

Josh checked through his pockets once more.

“You will not be needing money where we are going,” George told him.

Josh froze, his hand still in his jacket pocket.

“What? Why, where are we going?” 

His eyes shot around the subway car. His view stopped at its doors.

“No, I’m done here,” he said. “Look, it was very nice meeting you, but I’ve got to go.”

“Go where?” 

“Off this train, where do you think I mean?”

“Josh, you could have left this train at any time before. The doors where open to you all along, but you choose to stay. Why was that?”

“I don’t know, it felt right to stay I guess.”

Worry entered Josh and he began to stand.

“Anyway, that was then,” he said.

“No, not yet,” George whispered.

As bewildered thoughts and emotions spun round Josh and his breathing became laboured. Sitting back in his seat he leant forwards.

George watched nausea settle within Josh. Reaching out to him he placed a hand onto his shoulder. A great calmness began to flow through Josh. His breathing regular once more he looked to George with a renewed feeling of peace.

George smiled as Josh eased beneath his touch.

“Who are you?” Josh stared back at him. “What are you?”

“Consider me as a guide.”

“A guide? A guide to what?” 

“A guide to yourself,” George removed his hand. “Your memory will come back, do not worry. Slowly at first, but it will return. It just takes a little time. You all take time.”

“All take time? There are others?”

“Oh yes, there are others. You have to remember one thing.” 

“And what’s that?”

George paused for a moment.

“That it is not all about you,” he replied. 

Hypnotized by George’s unexpected words, Josh began to consider that maybe what he was being told could actually be true. George held his new companion’s bemused stare and began to speak.

“Josh, sometimes we can become so wrapped up in what we want, so enamoured by our own personal goals and ambitions that we forget who and what is around us, what is real, be it strangers, acquaintances or more importantly, loved ones.”

Josh stirred in his seat. He glanced to the subway car doors and then back to George as he continued.

“Before we can consider another’s ideas, we must first be aware that we have to listen, to take on other’s points of view. For to not listen is where we first begin to stumble.”

“Stumble?”

“Stumble into believing that we are the ones who are always right. That it is our way...”

“Or the highway.”

“Yes Josh, exactly.”

Josh began
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