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1 For nearly an hour Nick had been stuck on Interstate 40, surrounded by
the worst traffic he’d ever seen. He’d watched the last heat of the sun set
fire to the horizon and burn out, and now the first stars were tunneling
through the haze. He had one arm out the open window in the unnatural 60-
degree heat of the desiccated January evening. In the better parts of his brain,
to keep himself amused, he was revising the code for his new graphics driver
project.

Once past the Durham Freeway, I-40 had narrowed to a two-lane
bottleneck. Traftic seemed to have doubled since that morning, with two cars
trying to squeeze onto the road for every one that crawled off in defeat.

He was wearing a black T-shirt from the $44 club in New Orleans, where
he and Angela had danced on their honeymoon two years before. A huge
diesel rig inched past him on the right. The trailer was stark white except for
the rear panel, where the number §44 stood out in stark black numerals. Nick
glanced down at the dashboard clock. It was §:44. For an instant he felt an
abyss of inexplicability open under him, and then he shook it oft. It was a
bizarre coincidence, nothing more, something to tell Angela about, if he ever
made it home.

By six he was close enough to the Lake Jordan exit that he could pull onto
the shoulder and ease around the motionless right hand lane. It took fifteen
minutes more to cover the remaining mile and a half to his driveway, and by
then he was too tired to think much about the Cadillac parked where Angela’s
gold Acura should have been. Her battery had been acting up, he knew, and
she’d probably gotten a ride home with somebody from Duke Hospital, where
she was on the faculty.

In truth, for most of that particular day, Nick had been consciously happy.
Despite the endless commute, despite approaching deadlines on his driver, the
components of his life were laid out in what seemed a comfortable and
sustainable order. He and Angela had no debts except the house, and they’d
nearly paid that oft. They’d both weathered the latest flu epidemic and were
back to full health. And Thursday was Nick’s night to cook. His attention was
already shifting from traffic and programming to the free-range chicken and
sour cream and tortillas waiting in the refrigerator to be transformed into
enchiladas suizas.

The fear didn’t fully hit him until he climbed out of the truck and saw the
color of the door that he was about to slam shut.

His beautiful white pickup truck was bright red, red as a stoplight, red as
blood.

He’d been driving that pickup for four years, from the time before he’d
moved to North Carolina and met and married Angela. He’d bought it back in
Austin, where a white paint job could make the difference of a few crucial
degrees in the inside temperature under the Texas sun. It had been white
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when he’d gotten into it in the office parking lot at a quarter to five. He knew
himself to be sober, drug-free, and possessed of a clean bill of psychiatric
health. It was simply not possible that the truck was red.

He tried to remember if he’d noticed the hood of the truck while he was
driving home. It had been dark and he hadn’t been paying attention. He
looked at the key in his hand. It was the wrong size and shape and there were
no other keys with it. His hand lunged reflexively for his pocket and found
nothing there. All of his pockets were empty: no wallet, no checkbook, no
change.

He searched the red truck. It too was empty except for a jack behind the
seat and an owner’s manual in the glove compartment. It could be a rental, he
thought. Maybe he’d been in an accident that damaged his short term
memory, and nobody had realized it. Maybe he’d absentmindedly left his
wallet somewhere.

He started to run for the house, his shoes slapping awkwardly at the
sidewalk. The front door was locked and he pounded on it with the flat of his
hand until he heard the lock click and felt the door swing inward.

The man who opened it was in his thirties, tall and fit looking, with an
angular face and fair receding hair. He wore a long-sleeved blue oxford-cloth
shirt, crisply pressed khakis, tasseled loafers. He had a drink in his left hand. He
looked Nick over and stepped aside to let him in. “Angela?” the man said,
looking behind him, “I believe Nick has arrived.”

The accent, as Nick knew it would be, was cultivated British. Nick had
seen the man’s photo in one of Angela’s albums that dated back to before
Nick’s time with her. His name, Nick knew, was David. He was Angela’s first
husband, and he’d died in 1995.

“David Graham,” David said, extending his hand. “I expect you're a
little surprised to see me here.”

“I thought you were dead,” Nick told him, looking down to find he’d
gripped David’s hand by sheer reflex.

“Ah. Angela said much the same thing.”

Nick backed into the living room and sat on the couch to ease the
trembling in his legs. “What are you doing here?”

“I'm afraid I live here, actually.”

Angela appeared in the doorway that led into the kitchen and leaned against
the jamb, arms folded. She was still in her hospital scrubs and Nick couldn’t
help noticing, as he always did, how that shade of green set oft the red-gold in
her hair. A little mascara and eyebrow pencil would have made her
conventionally beautiful, but she disdained makeup and so instead her appeal
was more subtle. It had taken Nick all of a minute and a halt—the interval
between the first time he met her and the first time he managed to make her
laugh—to be overwhelmed by it.

Nick tried and failed to read her mood through the barricade of her posture.
David, on the other hand, was as transparent as glass. He looked at Angela with
wonder, longing, and a fading glow of residual despair.






