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She opened her eyes.

For several seconds, she stared at the ceiling without understanding what she was looking at. Everything was white.

Bright fluorescent lights burned above her, making her squint. She tried to turn her head away, but even that small movement felt impossible. Her body seemed impossibly heavy, as though someone had buried her beneath the mattress.

She tried to move her arms, but nothing happened.

Panic rose in her chest.

She tried again, harder this time, and her fingers twitched against the sheet. They were there. She could feel them. She could feel her arms, her legs, her chest. Every part of her body was there, yet none of it seemed willing to obey her.

She swallowed. Her throat felt raw and painfully dry.

She opened her mouth.

“Help.”

Nothing came out.

She tried again. Her lips moved, but her voice was gone.

A strange beeping sounded somewhere beside her.

Beep. Beep. Beep.

She turned her eyes toward the sound. A machine stood beside the bed, its screen glowing with numbers she could not understand. Clear tubes ran from it toward her body.

Where was she?

She tried to remember, but nothing came.

The thought should have been simple.

Where am I?

But before she could answer it, another question surfaced.

Who am I?

She stared at the ceiling, searching her mind for something familiar. There was no name, no face, no home, no memory of how she had arrived in this room.

Nothing.

The door opened.

A woman in pale blue scrubs hurried inside.

“Oh my God.”

The woman stopped beside the bed and stared at her. Then she reached for the call button.

“Doctor! She is awake.”

The words barely registered.

The woman looked at her, tears gathering in her eyes.

“Can you hear me?”

She tried to nod. Her head barely moved.

“Do you know where you are?”

She stared at the woman. She wanted to answer. She wanted to tell her that she was frightened, that she did not understand what was happening.

But there was something much worse.

She did not know the answer.

The nurse leaned closer.

“Can you tell me your name?”

She opened her mouth, but nothing came out.

She searched her mind. There had to be a name. Everyone had a name.

She searched again.

Nothing.

The nurse's expression changed.

“Do you know your name?”

She stared at her.

For the first time, real fear took hold.

She didn't.

The nurse poured water from the pitcher beside the bed into a glass. She gently raised the woman into a sitting position and brought the glass to her lips.

“Drink. It will help.”

The woman took two small sips. The cool liquid soothed the dryness in her mouth and throat. She tried to speak, but only a small croak escaped.

She took another sip and nodded slightly.

The nurse lowered her back against the pillows and carefully adjusted them behind her.

“Where am I?” she asked softly, her voice still rough and crackling.

“You are in a private room at County General Hospital,” the nurse replied.

“What happened?”

The nurse reached for her hand.

“You were in a car accident.”

The woman stared at her.

“A car accident?”

“Yes.”

She tried to remember, but nothing came.

“When?”

“Three months ago.”

The nurse nodded.

“Your physical injuries have healed, but you were in a coma for three months.”

The woman stared at her, trying to make sense of what she had just heard.

Three months.

She had been asleep for three months?

She closed her eyes, searching for even the smallest fragment of memory. A face. A voice. A place. Anything.

There was nothing.

She opened her eyes again.

“Who am I?”

The nurse's eyes widened.

“I will call the doctor. He will explain.”

She hurried out of the room. A moment later, she returned with a man wearing a white coat.

The doctor had a serious expression, made even more pronounced by his thick eyebrows. He walked to the side of the bed and looked down at her.

“Ah, Mrs. Winters. You are awake.”

She frowned.

“I am Mrs. Winters?”

The doctor nodded.

“Yes. Mrs. Michelle Winters. You do not remember?”

The name sounded completely unfamiliar.

She slowly shook her head.

“No, I don't. Are you sure that's my name?”

“I am sure.”

“How?”

“The paramedics found your purse in the car when they rescued you after the accident. Your identification was inside. Your husband also confirmed your identity.”

Michelle stared at him.

“I have a husband?”

“Yes.”

She looked from the doctor to the nurse and back again.

“Doctor, why can't I remember anything?”

The doctor's expression softened.

“You suffered a serious head injury in the accident. The fact that you were unconscious for three months can also affect your memory. At this stage, it is difficult to say how much you will remember or how quickly it will return.”

Michelle swallowed.

“But I don't remember anything.”

“I understand.”

She closed her eyes for a moment, trying desperately to find something familiar.

Nothing.

When she opened them again, she looked at the doctor.

“Do I have a family?”

“Yes, Mrs. Winters. You have a husband and two children.”

Michelle stared at him.

Two children.

She searched her mind for a face.

Nothing.

The doctor gave her a reassuring smile.

“For now, try not to worry about remembering everything. Your mind has been through a great deal. We will give you time.”

Michelle nodded weakly.

“When can I go home?”

The doctor exchanged a brief glance with the nurse.

“Your husband will be here shortly. We can discuss that with him.”

Michelle frowned.

“My husband is coming here?”

“Yes.”

She looked down at her hands.

Somewhere outside this room was a man who believed he knew her.

A man she had apparently married.

A man she could not remember.

After the doctor left, Michelle looked at the nurse.

“Excuse me, nurse, may I have a mirror? I don't even remember what I look like.”

A moment later, the nurse returned with a small mirror and handed it to her.

Michelle lifted it slowly and stared at the stranger looking back at her.

Her naturally blonde hair just touched her shoulders, tangled and flattened from lying in the hospital bed. Her skin was pale beneath the harsh hospital lights. Clear blue eyes stared back at her beneath gently arched eyebrows.

She had a softly shaped face, a small straight nose, and full lips. Without makeup, there was nothing striking or artificial about her appearance. She looked young, perhaps younger than she expected, with a natural beauty that needed no effort.

Michelle slowly touched her cheek.

The woman in the mirror did the same.

She moved her fingers through her hair, then touched her lips.

“That is me?” she whispered.

The face in the mirror gave her no answer.

She studied it for several seconds, waiting for something to happen.

A memory.

A feeling.

Some recognition that this was her face.

Nothing came.

It was like looking at a photograph of a stranger.
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Two hours later, a male nurse came to help the other nurse get Michelle out of bed and take her to the bathroom.

Michelle tried to stand, but her legs were so weak and unsteady that they almost gave way beneath her. The two nurses held her firmly as she took her first few steps.

“Slowly,” the male nurse said. “There is no hurry.”

Michelle nodded and concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other.

Fortunately, her room had its own bathroom, so it was only a short distance. Even so, the effort left her exhausted. By the time she was back in bed, she was breathing heavily.

“Do not worry,” the male nurse said with a smile. “You will regain your strength once you start moving around more.”

Michelle managed a weak smile but said nothing.

The nurses left her to rest.

She had only just settled back against the pillows when the door opened.

A man walked into the room.

He was tall and broad-shouldered, with a clean-shaven, chiseled jaw. His hazel eyes held a hard, almost angry look. He wore an expensive dark suit, a powder-blue shirt, and a dark red tie.

The moment he entered, the nurse adjusting Michelle's pillows quietly stepped away from the bed and left the room.

Michelle watched her go, then looked at the man.

He stopped a few steps from the bed and stared at her. There was no relief in his expression, no smile, no warmth. Only something that looked very much like anger.

“So, you are finally awake?”

Michelle frowned.

“I am.”

She studied him for a moment.

“And who might you be?”

The man's expression changed.

“Excuse me?”

Michelle shrugged slightly.

“You obviously know who I am, but I have no idea who you are.”

He opened his mouth to speak, but the words died in his throat. For several seconds, he simply stared at her.

Then his expression hardened.

“What game are you playing now?” he said, his voice filled with venom.

Michelle's brow furrowed. She looked genuinely bewildered.

“Game?”

The man stared at her as though waiting for her to drop the act.

Michelle shook her head.

“Sir, I do not even know who I am at the moment. How am I supposed to know who you are?”

“Ah, come on. We have been married for eight years. Are you really going to pretend now that you do not know me?”

Michelle stared at him for a moment.

Handsome, but rude, she thought.

“Are you sure we are married? Because you are very rude, and I cannot remember anything about myself. But I am pretty sure I would not marry an asshole, no matter how handsome he is.”

He gave a mocking laugh.

“Oh, darling. That is a good one. Is this your way of trying to get out of what you have done?”

Michelle frowned.

“What are you talking about? What did I do?”

Before he could answer, the door opened and the doctor walked into the room.

He smiled when he saw the man.

“Ah, Mr. Winters. Good to see you again.”

Alex nodded.

“Doctor, what is wrong with her?”

The doctor paused, looking from Alex to Michelle and back again. Only then did he seem to notice the tension between them.

“I am sorry, Mr. Winters. I had hoped to speak to you before you came in. Mrs. Winters is suffering from amnesia. At the moment, it appears to be complete. I have scheduled some scans for tomorrow morning so we can get a better picture of what is going on.”

Alex frowned.

“So she does not remember anything?”

The doctor shook his head.

“Nothing. However, we are hopeful that her memory will return as she recovers. Keeping her calm and allowing her to return to familiar surroundings may also help.”

Alex sighed.

“Thank you, Doctor.”

The doctor nodded, gave Michelle a reassuring smile, and left the room.

Alex closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead, massaging his temples with his fingers. After a few moments, he lowered his hand and turned back toward her.

“I am Alex Winters,” he said quietly.

He paused.

“Your husband.”

She nodded.

“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Winters. Now, do you mind telling me why you are being so rude to me?”

Alex frowned.

Michelle had been distant, manipulative, and at times downright cruel. But she had never been confrontational. He opened his mouth to respond, then remembered what the doctor had just told him and closed it again.

After a moment, he said, “We can talk about that later. How are you feeling?”

She looked at him for a moment before shrugging.

“Other than not remembering a thing, I am still feeling a little weak, but otherwise I feel fine. Thank you.”

Alex sighed, then pulled the chair closer and sat down.

He looked at Michelle.

A pair of curious blue eyes met his.

It had been so long since he had really looked into her eyes. Somehow, they seemed brighter than he remembered.

“From your hostility earlier, I take it we do not have the best of relationships?” Michelle asked softly.

Alex shook his head.

“It has been bad since Lexi, our daughter, was born. But the last year before your accident... it was worse.”

Michelle searched her mind for some fragment of a memory, but there was nothing.

“I am sorry it was so bad. I wish I could remember what I did.”

The words shocked Alex.

In the eight years they had been married, Michelle had never once apologized to him for anything.

He stared at her.

She noticed the surprise in his eyes.

“What?”

“I just... I have never heard you apologize before.”

Michelle thought about that for a moment before shaking her head.

“You make me sound like I was an awful person.”

Alex gave a short, humorless laugh.

“That is an understatement. You were never the easiest person to get along with.”

Confusion crossed her face.

“Maybe that is a good thing, then.”

Alex frowned.

“What do you mean?”

“If I really was such an awful person, perhaps it is a good thing I do not remember her.”

Alex stared at her.

Her.

Not me.

The word bothered him.

He could not explain why.
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Three days later, Michelle was much stronger and able to walk on her own. She received physical therapy every day to help her muscles recover. The scans showed no physical damage to her brain, although there was little activity in the area associated with memory.

Her memories had not returned.

Alex came to visit every afternoon. Each day, he stayed a little longer. He was still skeptical about her amnesia and watched Michelle closely, as though waiting for the woman he knew to reveal herself.

But she never did.

Instead, he found himself sitting beside her bed, listening to her talk about things he had never heard her mention before. She asked questions about his work. She wanted to know about the children, and he told her they were on a trip with her parents. She laughed easily, something he could barely remember Michelle ever doing. And the longer he stayed, the more uncomfortable he became.

Because whatever this was, it did not feel like an act.

“Why do you keep looking at me like that?” Michelle asked one afternoon.

Alex looked away.

“Like what?”

“Like you are trying to figure out who I am.”

He was silent for a moment.

“Maybe I am.”

Michelle looked down at her left hand, then frowned and looked at Alex.

“If we are supposed to be married, how come I am not wearing a wedding ring?”

Alex indicated the drawer beside her bed.

“The hospital staff removed it when the paramedics brought you in after the accident. I had it cleaned and put it in there for safekeeping.”

He got up, walked around the bed, and opened the drawer. Reaching into the back, he retrieved a small black ring box and held it out to her.

Michelle took the box and stared at it for a moment. Her heartbeat quickened, and a strange flutter of excitement moved through her chest. She could not explain it.

Gently, she lifted the lid.

Her eyes widened.

A large emerald surrounded by diamonds rested in an elaborate gold setting.

“It is so big,” she said in surprise. “Is it a family ring?”

Alex frowned.

“You picked it out yourself.”

Michelle lifted the ring from the box, pinching it carefully between her thumb and forefinger.

“And heavy. I wore this every day?”

Alex nodded.

“Since the day we got married.”

And flashed it in everybody's face, he thought bitterly.

Michelle tried to slip the ring onto her finger, but her hand began to tremble.

She looked at Alex.

“Do you mind?”

He took the ring from her.

For a moment, he simply held her hand before gently slipping the ring onto her finger.

It slid on easily.

Too easily.

Alex frowned.

“You must have lost some weight while you were in the coma.”

He continued holding her fingers for a moment and looked into her eyes.

A soft pink blush spread across Michelle's cheeks.

Alex stared at her.

He could not remember ever seeing Michelle blush.

Michelle suddenly pulled her hand away and held it up in front of her, staring at the ring.

“It certainly is beautiful,” she said. “It must have cost a small fortune, but I cannot see how wearing this every day can be comfortable.”

Alex stared at her.

He was becoming more puzzled by the minute.

Michelle had always been fiercely protective of that ring. It had been one of her most prized possessions. He had paid more than a million dollars for it, and she had never let anyone forget what it was worth.

Now she was looking at it as though it were nothing more than an attractive piece of jewelry.

And then there was the blush.

Alex leaned back in his chair.

For the first time, he wondered if he had been wrong about the amnesia.

Perhaps this really was not an act.

Michelle slipped the ring off her finger and placed it back in the box.

“You are not going to wear it?” Alex asked, surprised.

She shook her head and held the box out to him.

“I would be too scared of losing it.”

Alex frowned.

“I can have it resized for you.”

Michelle shook her head.

“Sorry, but I cannot wear that ring.”

She mistook the puzzled look on his face for anger and gently placed a hand on his arm.

“I am very sorry, Alex. I do not mean to offend you, but that ring feels really uncomfortable.”

Alex slowly shook his head.

For years, he had wondered how she managed to wear that enormous ring every day. She had never seemed bothered by it. In fact, she had loved showing it off.

Now she could barely tolerate having it on her finger.

He placed his hand over hers, which was still resting on his arm.

“Do not worry about it. We will think of something else.”

For a moment, they sat like that.

Alex became suddenly aware of her hand beneath his, the warmth of her skin and the softness of her fingers.

Something stirred inside him, and he quickly pulled his hand away.

“I had better get going. I need to get back to the office.”

He slipped the ring box into his jacket pocket and headed toward the door.

“Alex.”

He stopped in the doorway and turned to look at her.

“Thank you for the visit,” she said sincerely.

He could tell she meant it.

And somehow, that made him even more uncomfortable.

For the past few years, Michelle had barely been able to tolerate being in the same room with him. She certainly had never thanked him for visiting her.

He turned to leave.

“Alex?”

He stopped again.

“Yes?”

“Uh...” Michelle hesitated. “When do you think my parents will return from their trip with the kids?”

Alex looked at her.

“I have been trying to reach them, but I haven't been able to. They have been traveling, and I don't know exactly where they are at the moment.”

Michelle nodded slowly.

“I am curious to meet my children.”

For a moment, he did not know what to say.

Then he gave a small shrug.

“I will keep trying to reach them.”

Without another word, he turned and left the room.

As Alex walked down the corridor, Doctor Henderson came toward him.

“Excuse me, Doctor. Do you have a moment?”

Doctor Henderson nodded.

“Mr. Winters, for you, I always have a few minutes.”

Alex ran a hand through his dark brown hair.

“I was wondering... can amnesia change a person's personality?”

The doctor studied him for a moment.

“It can certainly appear that way.”

“What do you mean?”

“Your personality is shaped by many things: your experiences, your memories, your relationships, and the way you have learned to respond to the world around you. When someone loses a significant portion of their autobiographical memory, the way they behave can sometimes change.”

“So she could become a different person?”

“In some ways, yes. She may not remember the experiences that shaped the woman you knew. She may respond to people and situations differently. It can seem like a complete personality change.”

Alex looked toward the hospital room.

“And when her memory comes back?”

Doctor Henderson gave him a reassuring smile.

“Then some of the old traits and behaviors may return as well. But every patient is different. We cannot predict exactly what will happen.”

Alex sighed.

“I see.”

The doctor placed a hand briefly on his shoulder.

“Try to be patient with her, Mr. Winters. She has been through a great deal.”

Alex nodded.

“Thank you, Doctor.”

Doctor Henderson turned and started down the corridor.

Alex stared at the closed door to Michelle's room.

The woman inside was not the woman he had known for the past eight years.

She was kind. She was curious. She thanked him for visiting. She had blushed when he touched her hand. And she wanted to meet their children.

For the first time in years, he had enjoyed sitting beside his wife.

“Mr. Winters.”

Alex looked up.

Doctor Henderson had stopped a few steps away.

“I have to run. But do not think about it too much. I am sure her memories will return soon, and then she will be back to her old self.”

Alex sighed.

“I hope not.”
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When Alex opened the door to Michelle’s hospital room the following afternoon, she was sitting in bed listening to the chatter of two women, Nicole and Olivia.

The moment they noticed Alex, Nicole glanced at her watch.

“Oh my, look at the time. We had better get going.”

After a couple of air kisses, the two women fluttered out of the room.

Michelle smiled when she saw Alex.

“Thank you for interrupting that. I thought they were never going to leave.”

“Did you enjoy your visit with them?” he asked with a slight smile.

She shook her head.

“They would not stop talking. I was about to start looking for an off switch.”

Alex had to suppress a laugh.

“Well, you spent more time with them than you did with the kids and me.”

Michelle frowned.

“Seriously? They keep telling me about all the things we used to do, and I just cannot see myself doing any of them.”

She paused, then looked at him.

“Was I really that shallow?”

Alex looked at her, puzzled by the question.

Then he nodded.

“Yes, you were.”

Michelle sighed.

“Geez. No wonder we did not get along.”

“What makes you think we did not get along?” Alex asked.

Michelle gave him a wry smile.

“Well, it is not exactly rocket science. You would not have been so cold and rude toward me if we had.”

Alex stared at her for a moment.

There was no bitterness in her voice. She was simply stating what seemed obvious to her.

And somehow, that made it even harder to answer.

Alex sighed and took a seat beside the bed.

“I am not exactly sure when it happened, but over the past year or so, it became more evident. We drifted apart, and you became more and more distant. You spent more time with Nicole and Olivia than you did at home. You even slept over at their houses some nights.”

He paused.

“We have not been intimate for quite some time.”

Michelle frowned.

“It could not have always been bad. We have two children together.”

Alex gave a sad smile.

“I am not sure how to explain it without making it sound strange, but I think having children became more of a duty than something you wanted. Both our parents were putting pressure on us to have children.”

He hesitated.

“Neither pregnancy was really planned. There had been some drinking involved, and somehow, one thing led to another. You were not happy when you found out you were pregnant with Thomas. The same thing happened with Lexi.”

Michelle looked at Alex for a moment.

“You have told me very little about our children. Why?”

Alex shrugged.

“Before the accident, you had very little interest in them. The nanny took care of them whenever I was not home.”

Michelle covered her mouth with both hands.

“It sounds like I was an awful wife and mother.”

Alex started to answer, then stopped himself. He thought carefully before replying.

“You were just being you.”

The horrified look in her eyes puzzled him.

He suddenly wanted to take her in his arms and comfort her, but he did not move.

Michelle lowered her hands and sighed.

“Please tell me more about Thomas and Lexi.”

Alex smiled faintly.

“Lexi was named Alexa, after your mother. But I have always called her Lexi.”

Michelle nodded.

“Lexi.”

“Thomas was named after my father.”

Michelle smiled faintly.

“Tell me about them.”

For the next half hour, Alex told her everything he could think of.

Thomas was six years old and far too clever for his own good. He was always watching his father and trying to imitate him, sometimes with hilarious results.

“He tries to copy everything I do,” Alex said, smiling. “The other day, he found one of my old ties and put it around his neck. He stood in front of the mirror with his arms crossed, pretending to be me.”

Michelle laughed.

“I would have liked to see that.”

Alex smiled at the thought.

“You probably would have. He is a great kid.”

“And Lexi?”

“Four years old and curious about absolutely everything. She is constantly exploring, which usually means she ends up somewhere she is not supposed to be.”

Michelle smiled.

“She sounds like trouble.”

“She is.”

Alex’s smile widened.

“But she can charm her way out of almost anything.”

Michelle looked down at her hands.

“I wish I could remember them.”

Alex’s smile faded.

“You will meet them soon.”

She looked up at him.

“What are they like together?”

“They are close. They fight, of course. Usually over something completely ridiculous. But if someone else upsets one of them, the other is immediately there.”

Michelle smiled.

“They sound wonderful.”

“They are.”

A comfortable silence settled between them.

Then Michelle looked at him again.

“Do they like animals?”

Alex raised an eyebrow.

“Why?”

“I do not know. I just wondered.”

“They have both been begging for a dog for months.”

Michelle’s face brightened.

“A dog?”

“Yes. They would probably choose one over a new toy, a holiday, or just about anything else.”

“What kind?”

“They have no idea. They just want a dog.”

Michelle laughed softly.

“Do we have one?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

Alex hesitated.

“You are supposedly allergic.”

Michelle frowned.

“Supposedly?”

Alex smiled slightly.

“That is what you told me.”

She looked genuinely surprised.

“I told you I was allergic?”

“Yes.”

“And you believed me?”

Alex shrugged.

“What else was I supposed to do?”

Michelle thought about it for a moment.

“Do you like dogs?”

The question caught him off guard.

“I do. I had a Labrador when I was growing up. I always loved the breed.”

His expression softened as he remembered it.

“But the hair on everything is not exactly ideal when someone has allergies.”

Michelle nodded slowly.

“I think I would like a dog.”

Alex looked at her.

Something about the simple way she said it made him smile.

“I think the
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