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    The first thing she noticed was the sound. Metal wheels rolling on rails, thrumming in time with her heartbeat. Instinct whispered that if she could only screw up the courage to pry open her eyes, she would see the world hurtling past with the breathless rush of a roller coaster. But that kind of courage had deserted her.


    How long had she been sitting upright, hands clasped in her lap, knees and ankles pressed together as tightly as if they were bound? Hours? Days? Despite the gradual unraveling thread by delicate thread of the veil that separated consciousness from the abyss, the answer was proving elusive.


    Her mouth tasted as toxic as the dregs at the bottom of a mescal bottle. Had she had too much to drink? Was that why she felt so fuzzy? She couldn’t remember.


    If she refused to think about it, did that mean it wasn’t so?


    The chill of refrigerated air stippling her flesh with goosebumps was a reliable indicator that at least her sensory perceptions were in working order. Rubbing her arms, she continued the inventory. Sense of touch, check. The ropy odor of a pot smoker nearby—olfactory, check. Valley Girl chatter somewhere behind her—hearing, check.


    There the inventory came to an abrupt halt. To test her sense of sight would mean facing a truth too grotesque to name.


    A truth that was hammering her brain like a little demon with a pickaxe.


    The blare of the train’s horn ripped the decision out of her control, and for just a split-second, her eyes popped open of their own accord. A split-second was time enough to absorb the sight of gauzy mist drifting above grey, choppy water.


    Ocean. West Coast. United States. Pacific.


    Words that floated through her head, failing to attach themselves to any personal meaning. A thousand questions wanted to form, but the little demon wouldn’t let them. More untethered words came at her, and this time, she reached for them:


    Breathe. Relax. Focus.


    Five times; ten times; fifty. Silently, she mouthed the mantra until the outside sounds receded and the demon was vanquished.


    The abyss welcomed her back.


     


    Startling awake again, she recognized the loud clanging outside was a railroad crossing. No point in trying to keep her eyes closed any longer. She arched her back, wriggled her toes inside her shoes, stretched out the kinks in her legs. How long this time had she been unconscious?


    Long enough for the scenery beyond the window to have changed. Scrubby weeds and dirt stood in place of the ocean. Beyond the train tracks, patches of dense fog brooded low to the ground like a ghost cat on the prowl, an eerie landscape where anything might be lurking.


    The train rounded a bend in the tracks, slowing as it approached a graffiti-covered truss bridge. Vaguely aware of her fellow passengers beginning to stir, she pressed her cheek to the cool window, straining to see up ahead.


    There was the coastline again; there, a neat patch of yellow rental umbrellas and beach chairs lined up on the sand; a long wooden pier jutting over the ocean.


    A half-mile later, the vanilla walls of the Crowne Plaza rising from the promenade. The conductor’s voice over the PA announced “Coming up, Ventura Station.”


    Like a convict whose cell door unexpectedly swings open offering freedom, she lurched to her feet and stepped into the aisle. The exit sign at the far end of the carriage beckoned but she faltered, distracted by a murmuring inside her ear.


    They all think you’re crazy.


    That’s because you are crazy.


    She gave her head a sharp shake, but the whispers expanded to a murmur, swelled to a loud buzzing, exploded, finally, a cacophony.


    Her hands were slick with sweat. Swaying with the motion of the train, she grasped hold of the royal blue upholstered seat backs for balance and took a few unsteady steps. Ahead of her, the carriage bent and elongated—a hall of mirrors, the end of the compartment stretching to infinity.


    Waves of nausea threatened to bowl her over. There was no way she would make it to the washroom without collapsing. Gulping like a landed fish, she slumped into an empty aisle seat and bent over, elbows on thighs, willing herself not to vomit.


    The soft touch of a hand on her shoulder made her jump. “Are you okay?”


    Ignore it. You’re hallucinating.


    “Miss? Hey, miss?”


    Sane people don’t act like this.


    “I’m gonna call the conductor. You don’t look so...”


    Not a hallucination.


    “I’m fine. I’m fine.” She looked up sideways and pasted on what she hoped was a smile, though she suspected it emerged as more of a grimace.


    The truth was, her face was hot and tingling and she was shaking like a dry drunk. An image flashed across her vision: a chorus line of pink elephants in tutus. A wholly incongruous giggle slipped past her lips.


    The man, someone’s grandpa judging from the wrinkled skin and concerned eyes, was looking unconvinced. “You sure? I’d be glad to...”


    “No,” she interrupted, more firmly this time. “I’m fine, really.”


    The man shot one more troubled look at her before returning to his seat across the aisle, where she could feel the heat of his gaze as he continued to watch her. Something about the scrutiny made her uneasy.


    By sheer force of will, pretending she was just a normal person on a train, she pushed herself upright against her seat and closed her eyes. Counting silently, she focused on each number as it moved across her eyelids, as if it were a buoy in the middle of the ocean, placed there for her to cling to.


    You can do it. You can do it. You can do it.


    What am I? The fucking little engine that could?


    Watch your language!


    Shut up.


    By the time she reached twenty, her breathing had steadied. Avoiding looking at the man across the aisle, she pulled herself to her feet again. She was a tightrope walker on a high wire, the exit sign the termination point she must reach without falling off.


    She moved with care, past the Valley Girl, still yakking on her cell phone. Past the pot smoker, the sickly sweet odor wafting off him like the dirty cloud over Pigpen’s head in the Charlie Brown cartoons.


    He jerked his chin at her, trying to catch her attention, but she could not afford to be distracted.


    The exit door was as far as she could make herself go. Debarking passengers flowed around her, new passengers climbed aboard. Some threw curious glances as they maneuvered around the person pressed against the wall, fingers locked around the handrail as tightly as a barnacle clinging to a rusted hull.


    She could already read the questions on the face of the conductor ambling along the platform toward her. Is this your station? Are you staying on the train? Where are you headed?


    Her need to avoid those questions was stronger than her desire to remain in the relative safety of the train.  He was ten feet away.


    Forcing herself to release her grip on the handrail she sucked in a deep breath for courage and jumped down from the step onto the platform. As though she knew where she was going, she averted her eyes from the conductor and walked briskly in the opposite direction.


    A mere strip of concrete maybe 50 yards long, the Ventura Amtrak station was comprised of a couple of benches, an electronic ticket machine. She hurried to the end of the wrought iron fence separating the tracks from the street.


    “You’re late.”


    She whirled to face the man who had spoken the accusation, her heart pounding like the hooves of a runaway horse.


    Not quite sure whether to be relieved or disappointed, she realized he was addressing the Valley Girl who stood there, hands on hips, earbuds still plugged in.


    “Oh, like I was driving the train or something,” Valley Girl retorted in a rude tone. “It’s only five-thirty anyway. We’re not all that late.” The pair hurried off, still grousing at each other.


    As she watched them climb into an Audi parked at the curb, the train’s engine began to rev. At the same moment, a sudden sharp breeze sprang up from the ocean, nipping at her bare arms, reminding her too late that she had brought no jacket with her to cover her thin T-shirt.


    No purse, either, she realized in a panic, jamming her fists into the pockets of her Levi’s. First the front, then the back, she clawed at the denim in desperation. Came up empty. Not so much as a dime hid in the seams. No ID.


    You don’t get on a train without some means to buy a ticket—cash, credit card—cell phone...


    Whirling, she dashed back onto the platform, but the behemoth was already on the move. “Hey!” she yelled, running alongside the train, heedless of the massive steel wheels turning mere inches from her feet; beating her fist uselessly on the siding. “Hey, wait! Wait!”


    The last compartment lumbered past, forcing her to jump back as it picked up speed. How could she have been so stupid?


    Alone now in the deserted station, she bit down hard on her lower lip to keep from breaking into tears and turned in a slow circle. A marquee on the corner across the street told her that the immense parking lot served the Ventura County Fairgrounds.


    To her right, the road that ran alongside the railroad tracks dead-ended where the train was disappearing from view.


    Moving on autopilot, she turned left and started walking toward the cross street at the end of the block.


    And as she walked, the thing that had been clamoring at her since the first inkling of consciousness hit her full bore.


    The truth she had been warding off—a truth that refused to be silenced—a truth from which she could no longer protect herself.  Like some vile creature emerging from the muck it came at her, the mind-shattering question to which she had no answer.


    Who am I?
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    The street sign read Harbor on the Amtrak station side and Figueroa on the other. The names meant nothing to her; she might as well be on Mars.


    Questions reverberated in the vacant space where her identity should have been.


    What was I doing on that train?


    Where did I travel from?


    What day of the week is it? What month? What year?


    Omigod, why can’t I remember anything?


    It was light now, but in a couple of hours it would be dark and cold. What then? Was it safe to sleep on the beach? Was it even possible, as cold as it would be? And what about the tide? Would it cover the sand and rocks, leaving no place for someone lost and alone with no place else to go?


    Figueroa was a short, empty street spanned by two highway overpasses. Across the top of the nearer one, etched in the concrete was the word DOWNTOWN.


    Downtown sounded like a place where she might be able to find some help. Maybe by the time she reached it a brilliant idea would have inspired her and she would know what to do. Yet, staring at the lengthening shadows under the overpasses, she balked.


    You’re not going to get any help standing here, dumbshit.


    Leave me alone.


    The underpass area would otherwise have been dead space, but tucked beneath the elevated highways were two long mesh screens decorated with artwork.


    At another time it would have been interesting to peruse the local talent, but at this moment, the unnerving sensation of being watched was giving her the willies.


    Passing the first screen, she threw a furtive glance over her shoulder. The sidewalk was deserted. A few more hurried steps took her halfway past the second one. She heard a coarse laugh. Then she saw them.


    Two men sprawled on the incline, a case of Budweiser and a scattering of battered empties between them. Lowlifes in wife-beater T-shirts and dirty jeans, half-hidden behind the mesh screen, leering at her. She could feel them sniffing her vulnerability. Her imagination had not been playing tricks.


    Looking straight ahead, determined to pay no attention, she sped up her stride. But when one of them yelled out, her head jerked around as if it had been on a string. Her legs stopped pumping. She froze where she was. 


    “Hey, sweet thing; you friendly, honey?” The creep rubbed his fingers together as if suggesting a financial transaction. “Come on over and show us a little ass. C’mon, baby girl.” The second creep laughed and hoisted his beer.


    She stared at them, an angry retort stuck on her lips: Do I look like a hooker? A pulse bumped hard in her throat.


    Oh God, do I? Am I?


    Why couldn’t she make her feet move? What had happened to fight or flight? Her brain was sending commands, but fear had completed its circuit and shut down her ability to respond.


    Creep number two stuck out his tongue and wiggled it at her like some obscene species of overgrown lizard.


    Creep one pushed himself to his feet making wet kissing noises. He staggered toward her, hands outstretched like claws aimed at her breasts. “What’s ya name, babydoll? C’mere...”


    He was close enough for her to smell the beer on his breath when his eyes went wide. He skidded to an abrupt halt, twisting to hiss at creep two. “Hide that shit, dude.”


    His buddy didn’t need to be told twice. While he shoveled their empties under a bush with the urgency of a man of fire, creep one turned back to her, any vain fantasies he might have had of a hookup vanished. “You fucking keep your mouth shut,” he warned.


    Seconds later, when a black and white patrol car pulled to the curb, she knew she ought to be grateful for the intervention. But for a tense moment as the police officer climbed out, she felt paralyzed, her body as stiff as a brick. And for no reason she could identify, she was not grateful at all.


    The officer, resting his hand on his nightstick, scanned the two dirt bags with a practiced eye, then turned his attention to her. “Is there a problem here, miss?”


    She opened her mouth to reply, but her voice seemed to have deserted her as thoroughly as her memory. And it wasn’t just creep one’s threat that stopped her. The cop’s clean-shaven square jaw jutted with authority. “Miss? Have you—”


    “No, there’s no problem,” she managed breathlessly.


    Then, without stopping to question why the policeman’s appearance had shaken her more than the potential threat from the two horrible men, she spun on her heels and ran back toward Harbor Boulevard.


    The policeman was yelling something, but it didn’t matter, she had no intention of stopping. At the corner, she turned away from the Amtrak station and tore up the sidewalk like a witless thing chased by a pack of the Undead. She ran until the air was rasping in her throat and painful shin splints forced her to flop against a concrete block wall.


    Standing there panting, she rummaged in her mind, frantic for something to grab onto, some morsel that would provide a clue to who she was, where she belonged—anything. But a memory as empty as her pockets had nothing to offer.


    What if those men had raped and killed her? When her body was found, no one would know who she was. She didn’t even know who she was. But something else was nagging her. The appearance of the policeman had terrified her, thoroughly and irrationally.


    Why? Why? Why?


    The little demon was back again, hammering viciously at her eyeballs until she thought they would pop right out of their sockets. Up the street, no more than a quarter mile away, the Crowne Plaza was the closest public place she could see.


    Fresh out of other ideas, she started toward the hotel, rehearsing what she would say to the smartly-uniformed clerk she imagined would be manning the front desk. I have no money and I don’t know who I am.


    In a burst of harsh reality she saw her circumstances for what they were. Would that front desk clerk look at her worn Levi’s and scuffed shoes and take her for a homeless person?


    They would certainly call the cops to haul her away to a psychiatric hospital. Was that why the sight of that police officer scared her so badly? Maybe she had escaped from a mental institution.


    By the time she reached the hotel, her resolve had melted like ice cream on a hot day. She knew as she stood outside on the sidewalk that she would not pass through those doors.


    Where can I go?


    She was still trying to find an answer when a group of Asian tourists exited the hotel and filed past, excusing themselves in a language that she did not understand. Watching them follow their tour guide to the crosswalk in front of the hotel, she obeyed an impulse and tacked herself to the end of the group.


    The guide led them across the road and onto to a pedestrian footbridge spanning a highway.


    The 101.


    The words flashed in her head with a little thrill of recognition. A small victory. She had conjured up the slang name for this segment of the interstate highway. She knew something.


    It took about five seconds for the excitement to fade; she was still a nameless nobody. All of those people driving on the highway below—those people in their Mercedes and Toyotas, their trucks and motorcycles—they all knew where they were coming from; where they were going. Was anyone wondering where she was at this moment?


    The tour group continued on their trek, but she lingered on the bridge, mesmerized by the speeding traffic.


    A big black crow landed a foot away on the railing and looked straight at her as if delivering a telepathic message. As she stared back at the bird it spread its wings and rose gracefully into the sky.


    Watching it catch an updraft, she imagined how it would feel to spread your arms and lean over the edge until, like the crow you were soaring on the wind. And as she saw the image in her mind, her arms stretched out to her sides.


    Her left foot lifted onto the ledge. She grasped hold of the guard rail...


    The sudden loud blast of a horn sounded from a vehicle passing on the road.


    What the hell are you doing?


    She was aware that the voice was in her head, but it was loud enough to pull her back to safety. She flung herself to the far side of the walkway, appalled at how close she had come to following that insane urge.


    Oh God, am I suicidal? What happened to my mind?


    She sank down onto the curb, giving herself until her respirations had slowed to normal and her hands had stopped their violent trembling. The questions replayed over and over in her head. Maybe if she concentrated fiercely enough, she would get some answers.


    The answer is, you’re nuts.


    That can’t be right.


    Nuts.


    Finally, she got to her feet and doggedly resumed the path the tour group had taken up California Street, though by now, they had almost disappeared from view.


    As she approached Thompson Boulevard right after bridge the strobe in her head started flashing like it had when she had recognized the 101. Names of local businesses starting to click into place. The white building with rust-colored awnings—Hamburger Habit. Beyond the Habit, Clark’s Liquor. After Clark’s, the Bombay Bar and Grill.


    The thump and strum of a live band reached her before she was past the liquor store. The smooth rhythm and blues spilling into the street drew her in and she paused to watch the band performing on a tiny stage in the front window. Somehow, she knew that the husky-voiced singer was named Joe Wilson.


    The song he was belting was called Bad Behavior. That piece of information earned a triumphant little fist pump just before despair engulfed her again. How could she know these trivial things, but nothing about herself?


    As she turned away from the window to resume her march up California Street, she noticed that the sun was setting.


    What am I going to do?


    “Jen! Hey, Jennnnna!”


    She hesitated for just a beat, but did not bother to turn around at the male voice shouting out behind her. Like the man at the train station talking to the Valley Girl, this guy had to be calling to someone else. Hunching her shoulders she started walking a little faster.


    The voice yelled again, louder, persistent. Closer.


    She stopped to half-turn and glance over her shoulder. It must have been the equal measures of hope and jitters that made her break out in a cold sweat.


    A man was hanging on the open door of the bar, looking her way. Lanky, in faded Levis and tee-shirt, shaggy black hair. Thirtyish, palms upturned in a question mark. He jogged toward her in an effortless lope. “What’s the rush?”


    Who is he? How does he know me?


    As if it were the normal thing to do, he scooped her up in a quick squeeze. Nothing about him felt familiar, but she was too elated to care. Someone knew her. She had a name. He’d called her Jenna. She tried it on for size and found it slightly uncomfortable, like a too-tight pair of shoes. But she clung to it, fearing he would take a second look and utter an embarrassed, Oh, sorry. I thought you were someone else.


    The man released her and took a step back, gave her a long appraising look. “I almost didn’t recognize you. What’s up with the haircut, chicklet?”


    Her hand went up and raked thick locks cut boyishly short. She tipped her face up, taking in the long, narrow nose, full lips, a dusting of whiskers on his chin. He had to be a friend, but when she opened her mouth to tell him that she had no idea who he was, or even who she was, the words refused to come out.


    “Guess I needed a new look,” she heard herself say. Her voice felt rusty, as if it hadn’t been used in a while, but he didn’t seem to notice anything amiss.


    “It’s cool,” he told her. “Just...different.”


    “Uh, thanks, I guess.”


    “So, where you been, chicklet? Did you get that bug?”


    Rule Number One: Tell the truth whenever possible.


    And when it’s not possible?


    Lie like a mutha.


    Where did that come from?


    She pounced on the convenient excuse he had provided. “Uh, yeah, I was sick; pretty out of it.” Being down with a flu bug sounded a lot better than “riding around unconscious on a train.” It had come out so smoothly. Did that mean she was an accomplished liar?


    The man gave her a look of sympathy. “Aww, you shoulda called me. I would’ve fixed you some soup.” Then he grinned. “No, I wouldn’t. I’d be a fucked-up nurse. But I coulda picked you up something. ..hey—are you okay?”


    He had caught her staring at the artwork on his Tee-shirt: a tortured stone angel, crimson lips dripping blood, a Rorschach splash polluting its robes. She pulled her eyes away. “Headache.”


    “You up for a brewski? I’m just chillin’ with some dudes.”


    “Thanks anyway.”


    “You sure? I’m buying.”


    “Not so good for the headache.”


    “Okay then, I’ll see you later.” He started to turn away, then wheeled back. “Hey, you need any help with that flat?”


    “What?”


    “I noticed your ride’s been out of commission. If you want, I can change the tire for you.”


    Hardly daring to believe it, she rapidly digested what she had just learned: He had not only supplied her with a name, but he’d told her she owned a car. He also knew where she lived, which was volumes more than she had known five minutes ago.


    “If you wanna call in late to work tomorrow,” he added, “I’ll change it in the morning.”


    Sure. I could call in if I had a phone and knew where I worked.


    “That’s great, thanks,” she heard herself say.


    “Okay, cool. You want a ride home?”


    “That’s okay, you’re with your friends.”


    “No big, I’ll drop you and come back.”


    For the first time, she smiled. “I’d love a ride home.”


    Oh, that’s smart, “Jenna.” What are you gonna do when you get “home?”


    Figure it out later. At least I’ll know where I live.


    And you’re gonna get inside, how?


    Shut up! Figure. It. Out. Later.


    The conversation inside her head had distracted her and she’d missed what the man said. He put a hand on her shoulder, looking at her with speculation in the dark eyes. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you look kinda sick, chick. Hang tight, I’ll tell the dudes, then I’ll get you home.”


    Soon, he was guiding her into a parking structure on Santa Clara Avenue.


    When he pointed his key fob at a big black Dodge Ram truck, for a nanosecond, Jenna—she had accepted the name as her own since she had no other and he seemed so sure that’s who she was—questioned the wisdom of getting into the vehicle with a stranger. But in a world where everyone was a stranger, herself included, and with no ID or money, she could think of no better alternative. One thing she knew: turning herself over to the police was not an option.


    Besides, this guy already knew where she lived. He opened the passenger door and boosted her into the cab as easily as if she were a child. “Just toss that on the floor,” he said, referring to a thick manila envelope on the passenger seat.


    She picked up the envelope and as he circled around to the driver’s side, read the name scrawled in black marker across the front. “Zach,” she murmured. He shot her a cheeky grin as he climbed in, and fired up the engine. “That’s m’ name, don’t wear it out.”


    “It suits you,” she said, sneaking a glance at his profile. She thought he looked like Keanu Reeves.


    “That’s what you always say.” He drove down the ramp and made a left. “So, what happened with Mystery Guy? Was the flu too much for the hot date?”


    Her stomach twisted into an acrid knot. Could that have been what happened to her memory? Had she gone on a date and been drugged?


    “C’mon,” Zach prompted when she was silent too long. “Give it up, tell Uncle Zackie.”


    Why don’t you just tell him the truth?


    No!


    “Nothing happened; I was too sick to go.”


    The corner of his mouth quirked upward. “You sure that guy exists?”


    “What—what does that mean?”


    “I keep waiting to see him, but...”


    She reached for an answer, didn’t find one. “It’s, uh, it’s complicated.”


    “Riiight.” Zach threw her a sidelong glance. “Okay, no more tough questions.”


    She fastened her seatbelt and sat back, trying to read the street signs they passed. He’d hung a right on Chestnut and a left onto Thompson—neither rang any bells. Thompson was a wide boulevard that changed in character as it meandered through the beach town of Ventura. Plaza Park, where children scrambled over playground equipment.


    Old growth trees, modest houses, a few custom homes. Café  Nouveau, a veterinary hospital, a used car lot.


    Less than five minutes after they left the bar, Zach slowed and flipped his left turn signal. He drove into an alley that ran alongside a small apartment building—an attractive Spanish casa—and braked at the four-car carport in the alley.


    Three spaces stood empty, the fourth was occupied by a Nissan coupe whose front driver side tire was puddled on the ground. Something dark flashed across Jenna’s vision. The flat tire was connected to the black hole of her memory. She knew it, and the knowledge terrified her.


    “You might have run over a nail,” Zach said, not noticing the shudder than ran over her. “That friggin construction across the street. You got a good spare?”


    “I—I’m not sure.” She opened the door and jumped out of the truck, trying to hide the fact that her hands were shaking again. “Thanks, Zach.”


    “No problemo, chicklet. I’ll be down in the morning to take care of the flat.”


    He scrunched down in his seat and gave her the squint eye. “You sure you’re okay? You look kinda—what my grandma calls peaky.”


    “I’m good,” she said emphatically. “Thanks for the ride.” She wasn’t about to admit that her head was spinning again and she was sick to her stomach.


     


     


    There were no numbers, no indications on the carport which apartment the Nissan belonged to. Jenna followed Zach’s truck back down the alley to the bank of mailboxes she had noticed on the sidewalk.


    Someone had used a label maker to emboss a first initial and last name on brown plastic strips on each of the boxes and she took her time examining each of the names. Apartment one and two both had J names: J. Kroh and J. Marcott. Apartment three was Z. Smith. Zach must be her upstairs neighbor. Number four was R. Mendoza.


    She rolled the J names around in her mind to see whether something stuck. Jenna Kroh. Jenna Marcott. Not a twitch. That her choices were limited to the two ground floor units simplified things. But which of those two?


    Following her gut, she walked through the alley, ignoring the Nissan with its flat tire, and went around to the rear apartment. Reaching over the wooden gate in the stucco wall, she lifted the latch and entered a pocket-sized yard.


    No conscious memory told her that she had chosen the correct unit, but she knew instantly that she had. The garden gnome cinched it.


    The foot-high statue stood on the front porch next to a terra cotta planter filled with sunny yellow geraniums. The paint on his tall red hat and white beard was faded and chipped, as though he had been out in the elements, guarding the door for a long time. Guided by an overpowering intuition, Jenna tilted the little man on end and reached into the opening in the bottom.


    When her fingertips met the blunt edges of metal, there was no feeling of surprise, just a sense of expectant anticipation.


    She gave the gnome a little shake, and as if it had materialized from the ether, there, in her hand, was a key.
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    The bolt shot easily when she inserted the key in the lock and gave it a turn, but she stood there on the porch, feeling like a kid hiding under the blankets, confident that a hideous monster would come roaring out any second and shred her to bits with razor-sharp claws.


    This is ridiculous. Get the hell inside.


    No!


    What’s wrong with you?


    I’m scared.


    Just do it, dumbass.


    Whose pernicious voice was that, picking at her every thought, deriding her without mercy?


    Stupid. You can’t stand out here all night.


    I know. Leave me alone.


    She pushed open the door until she could see straight through to the far wall of the living room. “Hello? Is anyone here?”


    When no reply came back, no feeling that the apartment was occupied, she took a cautious step inside. The apartment smelled a little stale and closed up, but the stench of death that she had expected to come upon was absent. There were no signs of a struggle. No bloody fingerprints on the café au lait walls. No monster.


    To the left of the entry, a tiny strip of kitchen boasted a cheap stove and refrigerator, a microwave on a wooden stand. The sink was empty, no dishes left out to dry on the well-scrubbed counter. She chose to ignore the closed door to her right.


    Captivated by the overstuffed chocolate leather armchair, she could see herself huddled under a blanket on cold nights with a mug of cocoa and a mystery novel. At right angles to the chair was a nutmeg brown loveseat. Her approval did not extend to the big coffee table that squatted like a metal toad between the two. Had she picked out that ugly piece of furniture, or did she rent the apartment furnished?


    The walls were mostly bare. One framed canvas: a group of very tall, very thin Masai warriors posing before a distant tree. “Furnishings by World Market,” she said aloud, once again mildly pleased to have identified something, even though it was just the name of a quirky chain store.


    Touring the small living room, touching things, feeling like the stranger she was, she hoped in vain for a sense of recognition, the way she had recognized the music at the Bombay Bar and Grill, and the garden gnome.


    The dining set was a small square of black walnut and two matching chairs covered with cheerful batik cushions. She liked it, but she didn’t know it. A matching bookcase, its shelves bare, stood behind the dining table. Beyond that, four large moving cartons were stacked in the corner next to a sliding glass door that led to a tiny patio. Each had been sealed with a perfect line of packing tape around the top. Had she recently filled those cartons with books from the bookcase, or were they waiting to be emptied?


    It took less than a minute to walk around the small room. With nothing more to distract her, her eyes went to the closed door she’d bypassed on the way in. The bedroom.


    Get it over with, you big baby.


    I don’t want to.


    Jenna pressed a hand to her chest. Her heart was bumping against her rib cage at twice normal speed.


    You can’t stand here forever.


    Maybe I can.


    Nope.


    Without questioning her reluctance she crossed the room and opened the bedroom door.


    The sight of the pristine white comforter on the neatly made double bed sent a shockwave over her. Where was the blood-drenched room she had been so certain she would find behind that door? Where was the body she had known would be there?


    Where is the blood?


    Without stopping to think about what she was doing, Jenna ripped the pillow shams off the bed and tossed them to the floor. The comforter followed, then sheets tucked as tight as a tourniquet.


    At the end of her frenzied deconstruction, there were no faint stains to be seen, no sign that someone had attempted to scrub away the evidence of a savage crime. The exposed mattress was as spotless as the fine linens she had ripped from it.


    Did I hallucinate something horrible happening in this room?


    Sinking onto the bare mattress, she made herself go over everything that had happened since waking on the train. The pot smoker leering at her. The disgusting men under the bridge. The cop. Zach. They were all real—weren’t they?


    How could she be sure when the dividing line between what was and what might not be had become so blurred?


    Who the hell am I and what have I done?


    On the other side of the bed, a computer desk caught her eye. So obsessed with her search for non-existent blood had she been that she had failed to pay attention to it. Or purposely shut her eyes to it.


    All she had to do was walk over and switch it on, but the renewed dread she felt at the thought was not in her imagination.


    You are so chickenshit.


    Leave me alone.


    Maybe it was an excuse to delay starting up the computer, but there was something else she needed to do first. She needed to face herself.


    Closing her eyes, she drew a long, calming breath through her nose and held it for the count of four, releasing it gradually through her mouth. Where had she learned to do that?


    She touched the landmarks of her features the way a blind person might. The skin was firm, young, the cheekbones prominent. She sighed and opened her eyes, as prepared as she was ever going to be.


    Stepping into the bathroom, she turned to face a mirror that ran the length of the wall. Looking back at her was a waifish young woman with short honey blonde hair. Petite, perhaps five-three or four, she estimated her age at early to mid-twenties. Pretty enough, if wide, pain-filled eyes appealed to you. What was behind the anguish reflected in those cool blue windows to her soul? Her mind skittered away from the question as fast as a cockroach exposed to sudden light.


    She took stock of the person Zach had identified as Jenna, gazing at her image for a time, skin so pale it could not have seen much sunlight in recent days.


    Maybe she had not been lying when she told Zach she’d been sick. Maybe an illness had stolen her memory.


    Maybe...For the space of half a breath, her mirror image seemed to shimmer and dissolve. Pain exploded in her head and a high-pitched sound like the whistle of a teakettle filled her ears. The edges of her vision darkened. The world tilted.


    Grasping hold of the edge of the vanity, Jenna lowered herself onto the lip of the bathtub. The huge faceless figure she believed she had seen behind her could not have been real. There was no one in the bathtub, ready to attack her. She knew it logically, but still...


    She kept her head between her knees until she was sure that the room had stopped revolving and her. Then, just to make sure, she slid the shower curtain open and checked.


    Are you batshit crazy?


    Maybe.


    Well, it’s time to get acquainted with the crazy lady.


    She started with the medicine cabinet. No matter how insignificant the contents—bottle of peroxide, box of Band Aids, vanilla flavored lip balm—they were all pieces of the puzzle that made up Jenna Marcott.


    Like the kitchen, the bathroom was spotless, the pump on the bottle of liquid soap as fresh and uncaked as you’d find in a hotel room. Fern-colored towels on the wall rack folded into perfect rectangles.


    I may be crazy, but at least I’m a clean kind of crazy.


    In the top drawer of the vanity she found a toothbrush in a travel holder, a man’s electric razor, and an unopened packet of birth control pills.


    Alarmed by the new questions the items raised, she slammed the drawer shut, not quite as certain that she wanted to continue her search.


    Maybe if she just lay on the bed for a while she would go to sleep and wake up remembering who she was. Or, maybe she would wake up and find herself on the train again, stuck in a loop like Bill Murray’s character in Groundhog Day, waking up in precisely the same circumstances, day after day, month after month.


    How can I remember an old movie but not my own name?


     


     


    In the bedroom closet, a rack of stylish business suits, blouses, pants and tops, dressy dresses sorted according to color seemed to confirm her impression that she was a neat freak.


    At the back of the closet was a man’s suit, size 42 Long. Dark charcoal, single-breasted Cerutti, maroon silk tie tucked in the pocket. An Egyptian cotton shirt in the lightest of blues shared a hanger with the jacket. Zach’s Mystery Man had good taste.


    Where is he?


    Someone accustomed to leaving his clothes at her apartment must be close enough to her that he would want to know something had happened to her.


    Unless he already knows.


    Did he have something to do with it?


    Shoving aside that thought along with the other pile of things she didn’t want to think about, she turned to the lowboy chest of drawers: Tee-shirts, Levi’s, sweaters. Unfolding a pale lemon pullover, she pressed her nose into the soft cashmere, inhaling it.


    Something about the faint flowery scent that clung to the wool made her want to weep. She pulled it over her head and hugged herself, comforted by its warmth.


    The purse, a stylish zebra print clutch, was hidden in a faux leather storage cube next to the armchair. Blush, lipstick, a small palette of eye shadow—all high end products, no Maybelline—new-looking in their containers, although they had been used. A small wallet, ten crisp twenty dollar bills folded in precise halves seemed a lot of walking around money. Had she withdrawn it from the bank for her train trip?


    But if the money is here, how did I pay for the train?


    No shortage of plastic in the purse. Mastercard, Visa, bank debit card, Triple A road service, Barnes & Noble membership card, an upscale dress shop card, all embossed with the name Jenna Marcott.


    Seeing the neat signatures written across the magnetic strip on the backs of the cards felt weird and creepy. Her signature was just one more piece that had broken off with her memory and was now as alien and disembodied as everything else in this waking nightmare.


    The driver’s license yielded significant information: her birthday was January 1, renewal due next year.


    I was born on New Year’s Day.


    I look younger, but I’m twenty-seven.


    The face in the license photo, which according to the date on the license was taken four years earlier, was marginally fuller and her hair was shoulder-length, but she had no trouble recognizing the girl from the bathroom mirror.


    It was the address that came as a surprise: Speedway Avenue in Marina del Rey, not Thompson Boulevard in Ventura.


    Marina del Rey.


    Mental vibration: three-story apartment building, pink and beige paint scheme. Marina del Rey was in Los Angeles County, about sixty miles south of Ventura. That explained the moving cartons. How long had they been stacked in the corner of the living room unpacked? Just one more question in a whole pile of them.


    In the bottom of the purse she found a key ring with four keys attached. One fit the apartment entry door, one was a car key. A small silver key with a round head might open a suitcase or a file cabinet. Another was stamped with the words “Duplication Prohibited.”


    According to a laminated employee photo ID badge in the purse, Jenna Marcott was an employee of BioNeutronics Laboratory in Oxnard. She slipped the lanyard over her head and let the badge slide down between her small breasts, then waited impatiently for another image like the one she’d had of the Marina del Rey apartment.


    Nothing.


    What happened to me?


    What in the name of God had so completely ripped away her past? She snatched the ID badge and hurled it to the floor, as if rejecting it gave her some kind of power. Power? That was a joke. She had about as much power as a newborn kitten.


    Can you grieve for something you don’t remember having?


    Her eyes filled with tears and spilled over, a trickle at first, then a torrent. Jenna wept for her lost self, for the part of her mind that must have been filled with memories of twenty-seven years. Would she ever get them back? She wept until her eyes were swollen almost shut.


    At last, when there were no tears left, she dragged herself back to the bathroom and splashed cold water on her splotchy face, taking a certain malicious satisfaction in throwing the towel across the shower curtain rail, not bothering to fold it nicely as it had been.


     


     


    Two more items remained in the zebra purse: a folded piece of graph paper and an appointment reminder card that piqued her interest. Jenna Marcott was scheduled to meet with Zebediah Gold, Ph.D., Psychologist on August twenty-ninth at three p.m. in Venice.


    You don’t have to be crazy to see a shrink.


    But it helps.


    Stop it!


    She set the card aside and unfolded the graph paper. A short message had been scrawled in bold black ink:


    I’m warning you, Jen, back off. Now!!! You’ve got to give me more time.


    Back off from what? Time for what? There was no signature. The note writer had expected her to recognize the handwriting, which of course, she didn’t.


    Maybe she had told this Dr. Gold who had written this threatening note. Was there time for her to make their appointment, or had she already missed it? Her eyes shifted to the bedroom doorway, where the computer would tell her the date and so much more.


    You have no choice.


    I know.


    The fear still clung to her, but a powerful need for information drove her to seat herself at the small desk. She leaned down to power on the CPU, knocking the mouse pad askew.


    In moving it to line up with the edge of the keyboard tray, something that had been covered up was exposed.


    The breath whooshed out of her so fast, she might have been sucker punched.


    Against the metal keyboard tray, a reddish brown patch seemed to pulse and glow like neon. The whistling shrieked in her ears. Her vision dimmed. Fade to black.


     


    


    

  


  
    



    f o u r


     


     


     


    Her eyes opened onto darkness so complete that for a few hideous moments she was sure that she had lost not only her memory, but her ability to see. Then her pupils dilated and shadows morphed into furniture shapes. A slice of moonlight shone in from under the window shade above her. She was lying on something cold and hard, her head tender where it had hit the floor.


    Was she still in the apartment? Or some other place? Reaching out her left hand, her fingers touched fabric. The bed skirt.


    Still in the apartment.


    While she had lain unconscious, dusk had become night. Disoriented, Jenna pulled herself to her feet and fumbled her way to the nightstand on the other side of the bed. She switched on the lamp and looked around. Everything seemed normal.


    What happened?


    The stain on the keyboard tray.


    I didn’t hallucinate that stain.


    True, the stain was not the river of blood she had expected to find. But it was evidence. Of—what? The question hung there, mocking her. Not rust, not paint. Where had that spot of blood come from? She stared across the bed at the computer as if it were a malevolent transformer robot that could unfurl wings and fly across the room to attack her.


    Whose blood is it?


    Pulling up the sleeves of the yellow sweater, Jenna examined her hands and arms, rotating them so she could see for herself that the smooth skin had no cuts or abrasions.


    She checked her neck in the bathroom mirror. Shrugged out of the sweater and T-shirt and inspected her torso, pivoting and stretching.


    She stepped up onto the lip of the bathtub and twisted to view in the mirror the unmarked flesh of her back. Kicked off the tennis shoes; unzipped her Levi’s and let them drop to the floor. No cuts or bruises on the pale legs.


    Whose blood is it?


    For just a flicker as she stood shivering in her underwear, she considered running upstairs to Zach Smith’s apartment and banging on his door. She would tell him the truth and he would—No. This was not the sort of truth you could share with just anyone.


    Jenna padded barefoot to the kitchen and tore a damp paper towel from the roll. The small act of scrubbing the stain away lessened its initial impact and made her feel a tiny bit better. But she took care to fold the paper towel inward so that she would not see the transferred blood, when she flushed it down the toilet. Once that was done, there were no more excuses.


    “Okay, let’s see what day it is,” she said aloud, testing her voice. She sat at the computer and moved the mouse to wake up the monitor, relieved to find that the date was August twenty-eight and her appointment with Zebediah Gold, PhD was scheduled for tomorrow afternoon.


    Almost today, according to the computer clock—it was a few minutes before midnight. Unconscious for more than five hours.


    Had she gotten up and gone somewhere else during that time? Engaged in some activity that she’d now forgotten? No. Waking up in the same spot where she’d blacked out convinced her that she had not moved in all that time.


    She started with the Documents folder, but found it empty. The Email Inbox, Outbox, Sent folders, all empty.


    Where are my emails? My data files?


    The coincidence of her computer being as bereft of information as her own memory just didn’t add up. Clicking from one folder to another, she raced through possibilities, rooting around for any sign that the computer had ever been used. Maybe it was brand new and she hadn’t yet saved any personal files. Maybe it had suffered a virus attack that wiped out everything on the hard drive.


    Maybe everything on it was deliberately erased.


    In the Windows All Programs list, she found basic office programs installed on the system—a word processor, a spreadsheet, an email client—nothing more.


    On top of the monitor a web cam stared back at her like an evil eye. There was no light glowing on the camera, which indicated that the software that would visually connect her to another computer was turned off. But it felt like it was looking right at her, spying on her movements. She reached up and unhooked the device, laid it face down on the computer desk. Then, in a burst of overkill, she bent down and unplugged the USB cable, too.


     


     


    A few minutes later, standing in the shower, Jenna still felt like an intruder in somebody else’s life. It would not have surprised her if someone had unlocked the door and come marching in, demanding to know what she was doing there pretending to be Jenna Marcott.


    After drying off, riffling through drawers of methodically folded cotton knit shorts and tops gave her the sensation of shopping at a store where everything was free.


    It also felt like digging into someone else’s underwear, but with no other choice, she picked out a sleep shirt and threw it on.


    The bottom drawer of the nightstand contained what she classified in her head as “special lingerie.” Did the man Zach called “Mr. Mystery” appreciate the black silk thigh-high stockings, the sexy push-up bras, the barely-there thongs? She wondered when they would meet, and what she would say when they did. Hi, honey. Did you have anything to do with my amnesia?


    On the bottom of the drawer was a flattish package loosely folded in gift wrap and sealed with adhesive tape. It seemed an odd place to leave a gift, unless she had hidden it there, intending to surprise the mystery man.


    Reaching in, she took hold of the package, but something sharp stabbed her forefinger and she dropped it back in the drawer. A tiny red balloon bloomed on her fingertip.


    Acid surged into her throat and she ran for the john, retching until the dry heaves left her sweaty and quivering all over.


    Once her stomach had calmed down and she was able to force the bile back down her throat, she searched in the medicine cabinet for some tweezers and eased out the glass splinter. Her finger burned like fire.


    She held it under the cold faucet until the red water ran clear and asked herself why, when she had expected to see a whole lot of blood in the apartment, the actual sight of blood affected her so profoundly.


    In case there more glass hid in folds of the package, Jenna held it over the sink and gingerly parted the wrappings.


    What if it’s a can of worms?


    You want to know, don’t you?


    I don’t know. I don’t know.


    You have to open it.


    Yes.


    Inside she found a splintered cherry wood picture frame, its cardboard backing, and a photograph ripped into a dozen pieces.


    Taking the pieces to the dining table she laid them out as if they were a jigsaw puzzle, shifting them around until she located the matching ones. Two of the edges bisected a man’s face.


    The size 42 Long suit.


    The big date Zach had mentioned


    Mr. Mystery.


    Even with the jagged tear through his face, the man had movie star-quality looks. Soulful brown eyes you could drown in. Dark hair threaded with silver, trimmed close to his head. The slight growth of facial hair was more macho than professorial, like someone on vacation who hadn’t needed to shave for a few days.


    Dwarfed by his height, Jenna stood beside him with his arm draped possessively around her shoulders. Though she could tell he was older than she by more than a few years, they made a striking couple by any standard.


    In the strapless black cocktail dress, with diamond studs sparkling in her earlobes, a matching pendant against her throat, Jenna had to admit, she looked pretty breathtaking herself. Was sweeping her hair into the sophisticated up do an attempt to close the age gap? When had she cut it short? Judging by Zach’s surprise, pretty recently. How had this man reacted? Did he know?


    When did I look that happy? How long ago?


    For all she knew, it could have been last week, or it could have been a year ago.


    She gazed at the restored photograph for a long time, trying with all her might to recognize the man. In the end, though, she had to concede that she would not have been able to pick him out of a crowd as someone she knew.


    The dark, soft-focus background looked like a bar or restaurant. Her photo self smiled up at her companion with an intensity that bordered on obsession. Was that what had gone wrong between them? Had she been too adoring, too clingy, and he had dumped her?


    Or, had he cheated on her? The man’s attention seemed to be fastened on something or someone beyond the camera—another woman? Even if that were so, Jenna had a hard time imagining the kind of emotion that would drive one to destroy what by all appearances had been a happy memory. Why not just throw the picture away instead of saving all the broken pieces in the lingerie drawer?


    A reminder? A symbol?


    What had caused her to destroy the frame along with the photograph? From where she sat now, it seemed overkill.


    Just one more question to add to the mounting catalogue of “what Jenna doesn’t remember.”


     


     


    It was after one a.m. when she returned to the computer and opened a browser and Googled “Causes of Amnesia.” Wikipedia came up first, listing a wide spectrum of causes beginning with head injury, “e.g., a fall, a knock on the head.”


    Dissociative amnesia had a psychological cause and resulted from repressed memory about a traumatic, possibly brutal event, such as rape. She read on. There was also something called dissociative fugue caused by psychological trauma, “usually temporary, unresolved and therefore may return.”


     


    As her eyes travelled over that section, one phrase in particular caught her eye: “one or more episodes of amnesia in which the inability to recall some or all of one’s past and either the loss of one’s identity or the formation of a new identity occur with sudden, unexpected, purposeful travel away from home.” But that condition was rare.


    It might be rare, but here I am, living proof that it happens.


    The Mayo Clinic’s web site had a section on transient global amnesia that gave her hope: “your recall of recent events simply vanishes, so you can’t remember where you are or how you got there. Episodes are usually short-lived, and afterwards your memory is fine.”


    When? When will my memory be fine? How long do I have to wait?


    She Googled herself next and learned that Jenna Marcott shared a name with a junior at a small college in the East. The other Jenna had pages on MySpace, Facebook. She had a gym membership and she played tennis. There were scads of photos of a tall, willowy redhead, but no references to a diminutive blonde Jenna Marcott, either of Ventura or Marina del Rey, California.


    


    

  


  
    



     


    f i v e


     


     


     


    The persistent chiming of the doorbell woke her.


    Still halfway in a bad dream, she blinked at her surroundings, trying to figure out where she was. In nothing flat, the shock and confusion came crashing back. The train, Zach, the apartment, the torn photograph. She was Jenna Marcott and she was lying on top of the bare mattress in her bedroom, legs tangled in a sheet.


    Right away, she knew that her memory for anything prior to waking on the train was the same blank slate it had been when she had fallen asleep, drained, in the early hours. Her dashed hopes of waking up with her life intact were the grim reality. It seemed peculiar when she had lost so much, to feel so intensely grateful that she had managed to at least retain the memories of the intervening time.


    Far from ready to face another day of amnesia, she dragged herself out of bed and went to answer the door, expecting to find her upstairs neighbor looking for the keys to fix the flat tire on the car she had not even known she owned until he told her.


    But when she opened the door a few inches and peeked out, it was not Zach’s goofy grin looking back at her.


    The man on the porch looked about Zach’s age and height, but his watery blue eyes and thin lips, dirty blond hair and scruffy beard ended the resemblance.


    Skinny—maybe twenty pounds thinner than his best weight—he wore a dark green field jacket as if it were midwinter instead of the end of summer.


    Something about him seemed vaguely familiar, but Jenna couldn’t imagine he was someone she might choose as a friend.


    You have no idea who you would choose as a friend.


    No, but...


    A flashback: The pot smoker on the train. Pigpen. The smell still clung to his clothes. He was holding onto the strap of a backpack slung over his shoulder.


    “Hey, you’re here,” he said in an offhand manner, as if this were an afternoon social call.


    Jenna frowned. “How did you know where I live?”


    “Ooh, someone woke up on the wrong side of bed. Chill, would ya.” He swung the backpack off his shoulder and held it up for her inspection. “This is yours, isn’t it? The luggage tag has this address.”


    “Where’d you get it?” A quick pulse of recognition told her that the backpack was indeed hers.


    “Not a good idea to leave something like this on a train these days. You’re lucky they didn’t blow it up,” said Pigpen. “You oughta be glad I picked it up for you.”


    “I am, but why didn’t you say something yesterday?”


    “Thought about it.” He lounged against the porch post as if he planned to stay awhile. “But you weren’t about to give me the time of day, were you? I was gonna just keep it, but then I saw the address, so figured I’d be a Good Samaritan. You know, do a good deed, help us both out.” He let the backpack drop to the ground with a thump and spat into the geraniums.


    She hardly noticed his gross behavior. The backpack would have answers. She could hardly wait to open it up and see what was inside.


    “Thank you so much. I appreciate you bringing it to me.” She leaned down to pick up the canvas bag, but Pigpen nudged it aside with his foot.


    “You can leave that there,” he said, “So, how about some cash?”


    “You’re holding my backpack for ransom?”


    It was not until she heard the squeak of a door slamming above them that Jenna realized how much her voice had risen in indignation. Zach came out and leaned over the low stucco wall of his balcony, peering down at them. “What’s up?”


    Pigpen twisted to look up at him. “Get lost, dude. Fuckin’ butt out.”


    Even from this distance, Jenna could see Zach’s eyes narrow. All of a sudden he was no longer the easygoing neighbor who had given her a ride home the evening before. “Fuck you, too, asshole,” said Zach. He pushed away from the ledge and started for the staircase.


    Pigpen looked as though a strong wind could blow him across the yard. He would be no match for this Zach, who had acquired an unmistakably threatening presence. Jenna, who was not interested in witnessing a pissing contest, waved him back. “It’s okay, he’s just dropping something off. Really, it’s fine.”


    Zach halted at the head of the stairs, but Jenna could see the glint of a threat in his eyes. He was staring at Pigpen but talking to her. “If you say so. Call me when you’re ready.”


    “I will. Thanks, Zach.”


    “Dickwad,” the scruffy pothead muttered under his breath. “Look, lady, I ain’t got all day. You got bank. You know it and I know it, so let’s do this before that motherfucker gets crazy.”


    “Wait a minute,” she told him, snatching up the backpack. Slipping it over her shoulder was as natural as if she’d done it a hundred times before.


    “Hey,” Pigpen called after her as she closed the door in his face. “Anyone else woulda kept it.”


    She carried no illusions about him having helped himself to whatever money or other valuables might have been in the bag, but that was of little consequence. One more piece of her life had returned to her, and that gave her hope for more.


    Getting the backpack was like a birthday gift and ten Christmases rolled into one. Cradling it as tenderly as if it were a baby, she left it on the love seat and, assuming Pigpen had already raided whatever money he had found in the bag, took a twenty from the billfold in the zebra purse. With her small store of resources, that was as generous as she could afford to be.


    Zach had stayed put on his landing, keeping an eye on her visitor. When he saw Jenna come outside, he went into his apartment, the screen door banging shut behind him. She offered the money to Pigpen. “Thank you. I appreciate the good deed.”


    He snorted. “That’s all your shit’s worth? I shoulda just sold it.”


    “Take it or leave it.”


    He grabbed the twenty with a shrug of resignation and turned away, Jenna’s eyes following him all the way to the gate. He lifted the latch, then wheeled back around and gave her a small salute.


    “Nice doing business with you, Jessica.”
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    Jessica?


    She wanted to yell at him to stop, to press him to come back and explain himself, but the words stayed frozen on her tongue.


    My name is Jenna Marcott, not Jessica. Zach said so. My driver’s license says so.


    Jessica? What was he talking about? Jerk.


    Dismissing Pigpen’s parting words in her hurry to check out the backpack, she locked the door behind her and hurried to the loveseat.


    Pressing herself into the cushions as if they could provide protective armor against any new assaults on her psyche, she held the canvas bag in her lap. An unexpected lump caught in her throat as she ran her hands over the pink and green floral stitching on its bulging contours. It was less a recognition than a knowing.


    Just as Pigpen had said, there was a luggage tag attached to the strap—a plastic window with a white card. The name “Jessica Mack” and the Thompson Street address were printed in small handwriting.


    Who is Jessica Mack, and why is her name on my backpack?


    The fact that Jessica Mack and Jenna Marcott shared the same initials was not lost on her.


    The backpack’s outside pocket held a cell phone. That meant stored names, phone numbers, text messages, maybe—vital data for someone with no memory of her own. But when she pressed the power button the phone was dead and there was no charger in the pocket.


    Figures. Note to self: find a Radio Shack ASAP and buy a charger.


    The house key on the J-shaped key ring in the backpack did not fit the apartment’s front door when she tried it. The car key was for a Honda, not a Nissan. There was a mailbox key and a couple of others she could not identify. Nursing a faint hope that she would find something inside to jog her memory loose, Jenna unsnapped the closure.


    Inside was a jumble of clothing: a couple of black T-shirts, skinny-leg black Levi’s, a sleep shirt much like the one she was wearing. Thong undies, a bra, size 34B. Tucked under the clothing was a clear plastic bag containing a travel toothbrush, toothpaste and comb. The thought of Pigpen digging through her stuff repulsed her. Everything would have to be washed before she could put it next to her skin.


    The backpack did not hold a wallet, but she counted out three twenty dollar bills, a five, two ones, and fifty-three cents in change lying loose on the bottom of the backpack. Counting herself lucky Pigpen had left anything for her, she added the cash to the two hundred bucks in the zebra purse. There was enough money to operate for a little while.


    There was plastic in the backpack, too—an ATM card—she wondered how much was in the bank account—and a gasoline credit card. The raised lettering below the account numbers on both cards read Jessica Mack. In lieu of a signature, “See ID” had been hand printed on the signature line, maybe to protect against identity theft. A California driver’s license with her photo in the name of Jessica Mack showed an address in Escondido.


    An image flickered: Amtrak station. Running in the dark. Leaping across the yellow caution line at the curb of the platform. Boarding the train just as the doors were closing.


    Dropping into a seat next to the window as the train began to move. Chugging past a sign on the platform, spotlights pointed at the station name on the sign.


    She could even see it: white lettering on a blue background: Solana Beach. Then, like a puff of smoke, the image was gone. But it was something. She had remembered getting on the train in Solana Beach!


    So what? the voice in her head taunted her. So you got on a train at Solana Beach. How much more do you know now than you did before?


    “If that memory came back, others can, too!” She said it aloud, arguing with the air, then felt foolish.


    Taking the Jenna Marcott license from the zebra purse, she placed it on the table next to the Jessica Mack one and compared them. The vital statistics were identical, and in both pictures her hair was longer. Why did she have two driver’s licenses with two different names and addresses?


    Am I a crook? A drug runner? A spy? What other kind of person might need dual identities unless they were on the wrong side of the law? Remembered fear from yesterday, when the patrolman had showed up under the bridge, sent a fresh ripple of discomfort through her.


    Another possibility: what if the man in the broken picture frame was stalking her and she’d had to change her identity and move away to avoid him?


    Holy shit.


    She worked her way through the scenarios and?reached two solid conclusions: she was running from something or someone, and something had caused her memory to shut down.


    Maybe the two somethings were one thing.


     


     


    She was famished. A cursory search of the pantry yielded an unopened box of stone ground crackers, a plastic container half-filled with trail mix and a Trader Joe’s bag of dried apricots.


    In the almost-bare refrigerator she found Greek honey yogurt, a bottle of unfiltered apple juice, a block of plastic-wrapped cheddar cheese, and a bag of apples in the crisper drawer. Health foods.


    Am I a vegetarian?


    Don’t know, don’t care.


    She would have eaten an entire cow if it had been in the fridge. God knew how long since her last meal. She ripped open the cracker box and the wax bag inside, not bothering to leave a neat fold at the top, and attacked it with the appetite of a starving child. Even as she pulled a knife from the wooden block on the counter to hack off a chunk of cheese, she was already cramming a dry cracker into her mouth.


    After she had finished, the kitchen was no longer the immaculate area scrubbed spotless enough to perform surgery. The neat freak had disappeared along with her memory.


     


     


    When she ran upstairs to tell Zach she was ready for him to help her with the flat tire, he said nothing about Pigpen and she did not volunteer the reason for the pothead’s early morning visit.


    To explain his return of her backpack would require explaining that she had left it on the train, and since she had no explanation for that, keeping quiet seemed the most sensible route.


    They walked around to the carport together and inspected her car, which was covered in a film of dust. Today was Monday. How long ago had she boarded that train in Solana Beach?


    And for that matter, what had she been doing there? Assuming that flash she’d had was a real memory and not a figment of her imagination.


    “Pop the trunk, chicklet,” said Zach. “Let’s get this baby up and running for you.”


    Jenna stood by the rear fender and watched him work. “I have an appointment in Venice this afternoon,” she said. “I hope the spare isn’t one of those little donut things.”


    The irony hit her afresh. The words about spare tires had come out of her mouth unthinking. How bizarre that she knew how to function in the world, yet know nothing of her own history, her own desires.


    Zach removed the floor mat that covered the spare. “Not to worry,” he said. “It’s full size.” He grasped the tire with both hands and jerked it out, then reached back in for the jack. He turned back to her, one dark eyebrow hiked. “Do you always keep your camera under your spare tire?”


    “What?”


    He held out a small camera. “It was in the wheel well.”


    “I have no idea what it’s doing there,” she said with a little zing of exhilaration. Photos might give her some idea of her existence prior to her sojourn on Amtrak and could provide important clues to who she was. And maybe who Jessica Mack was.


    She reached out to take the camera, but Zach held it out of her reach. “How about letting me borrow it, just for today?” he said. “I’m heading to the mountains after finish here, and you obviously aren’t using it—”


    “Sure, just let me just see what’s in the memory.” Ignoring her outstretched hand, Zach pressed the power button. Jenna could see the digital screen light up. “Hey, give it to me! There might be private stuff in there.”


    “You and Mr. Mystery doing the nasty?”


    “Give it to me!”


    His refusal to hand over the camera irked her. The blank space in her life where “Mr. Mystery” fit in didn’t feel funny, it felt ghastly and empty.


    Seeing that she was upset, Zach’s grin dropped away. He handed over the camera with a shrug. “Okay, whatever.”


    Jenna took it, managing a half-smile. “I’ll go download the pictures to the computer, then you’re welcome to take it.”


     


     


    Inserting the memory card, she plugged the adapter she’d found in the carrying case into an empty USB port on the computer. The drive window came up and she dragged the photo folder onto the desktop, impatient for the thumbnails to open.


    The folder held a scant eight files. The first was a shot of a piece of paper on a desk, but the hand that snapped the photo had been unsteady, the image too blurred for Jenna to read the writing.


    The next file was an image of the same desk, the same document, but clear enough to read once Jenna moved the slider on the magnifier icon to enlarge it. Her stomach clenched when she saw that, like the threatening note she’d found in her purse, the printed notations on the screen were written on graph paper.


    Fetching the original note, she compared it to the one on screen. She was no handwriting expert, but she was pretty sure they had both been written by the same hand.


    The paper in the photograph appeared to be some sort of notes:


    unique vibrations (3.50HZ, 5 milliwatt)–>


    monitor –> alter frequency –>


    stimulation –> spikes –>


    = desired effect


    The next image was a tight close-up of a square object, colored threads protruding from it like spider legs.


    Enlarging the picture, she realized that what she was seeing was not threads, but wires. A microchip, she surmised. In the next image, a penny had been placed beside the microchip as a sizing tool. The penny was at least four times larger than the tiny chip.


    The remaining files contained pictures of an electronic tablet lying on a shiny black surface taken from several different angles. The file dates indicated that the photos had been taken a few weeks earlier. Stymied again. It seemed as if every time she thought she was getting somewhere, she drew a blank.


    Zach was wiping his hands on an old towel when she returned to the carport. The flat tire lay on the ground. He shook an unruly lock of black hair out of his eyes and grinned at her, irrepressible.


    “So d’you delete all the dirty pictures?”


    She handed him the camera bag with a grin. “Sorry, but there’s nothing the teeniest bit exciting, just stuff from work.”


    He feigned disappointment. “Damn, you know I was hoping...”


    “Thanks for all your help, Zach. You’re a lifesaver.”


    “What are neighbors for? I’ll get this one fixed for you.”


    Hefting the flat tire with a grunt, he carried it to his Dodge Ram in the next stall and heaved it into the truck bed, where it landed with a clatter.


    “Hey, you wanna hang out after you get back from Venice? I rented a couple of flicks.”


    His manner was casual, but Jenna had an intuition there was something more behind the invitation. Something it might be interesting to explore sometime, but not tonight. After her visit with Dr. Gold, she didn’t know whether she would be in any mood to watch movies and socialize. And there was still the issue of the mystery man to be resolved.


     


    


    

  


  
    

      s e v e n


     


     


     


    Zebediah Gold opened the four-drawer cabinet in the locked closet where client files were stored and pulled the folder labeled “Jenna Marcott.” He carried it to the low-slung armchair in the area of his office where he saw clients and flipped it open to review the notes he had written about his next appointment.


    Starting with the intake sheet, he got down to the business of refreshing his recollections of the Marcott girl. Woman, he reminded himself—she was closer to thirty than twenty. But he had not forgotten the vulnerability that came off her in waves when she arrived for her sole appointment. Small and slender, she weighed maybe ninety-eight pounds with boots on, which added to the impression that despite her chronological age, she was little more than a girl.


    Since that day a couple of months ago, Jenna Marcott had made and broken several appointments, always cancelling by voicemail at an hour when it was unlikely that he would answer the phone. After each cancellation, although Gold had not required it, she had sent a check to cover the appointment, with a note of apology for wasting his time.


    He had not heard from her in more than two weeks, when out of the blue she phoned, swearing that if he would give her one more chance, she would show up; she badly needed to see him.


    . He was still scratching his head over her abrupt departure from that first appointment, but it was Gold’s philosophy that when the client was ready, she would keep the appointment without him having to apply pressure.


    So, once again, he had mailed her an appointment confirmation card and hoped that this would be the time


    That the young woman intrigued him was undeniable. The fact was, all of the clients he saw these days were worlds apart from the mentally ill offenders he had treated in maximum security prisons over much of his career. Since taking semi-retirement and moving to a guest house in Venice Beach a few years ago, he saw clients by referral, and he limited his services to those he believed would respond to short-term therapy. Prison work had not allowed that luxury.


    From the start there was something different about Jenna Marcott. Had it been a sexual attraction he would have referred her to another therapist. No, there was something indefinable that he could not quite put his finger on. A vulnerability that made him want to protect her. Gold would have to monitor himself and make sure he crossed no boundaries in their therapeutic relationship.


    Jenna Marcott had come to him by referral from his friend and colleague, Claudia Rose. A professional handwriting analyst, Claudia had been demonstrating how handwriting analysis worked for visitors to her client’s booth at a pharmaceutical trade show in San Diego. Jenna was one of those visitors.


    Squinting to make out his own odd brand of scribble, Gold re-read the notes he had written on the intake sheet after the appointment:


    JM at trade show w/boss. Claudia analyzed her hw. JM, unfam. w/ handwr. analysis, very impressed. Confided unspecified “serious problem,” Claudia ref. to ZG


    Gold’s recollection of Jenna’s single session was that she had reminded him of a young Princess Diana in the way she glanced at him from under her lashes as she slipped past into his office.


    She had taken her time getting settled on the couch, where he offered her a seat.


    She had fussed with her clothing, picking at the hem of her crisply pressed blouse, pinching the knife-sharp crease of her slacks between her fingers. She had shifted her purse several times before placing it next to her.


    At last, when she was satisfied, Jenna became motionless, hands clasped in her lap. Her stillness sounded an off-key note oddly at variance with her earlier fidgeting.


    Anxiety, Gold surmised, evaluating every movement she made, every word she uttered. He took note of how stiffly she held her thin shoulders, as if she had left the hanger inside her blouse.


    He gave her the little speech he was required by law to give: Everything that passed between them was confidential unless she gave him information that indicated she was planning to hurt herself or someone else. She listened without comment, then signed the form that stated she understood and agreed to the terms.


    A full minute of unbroken silence lapsed after Jenna handed back the clipboard. Aware that she was waiting for him to begin, Gold asked his standard opening question: “How may I be of help, Jenna?”


    Her silky blonde hair fell forward, hiding her expression as she considered her hands in her lap. Gold could see her lips working, seeking the right words.


    After several seconds she gave a little sigh of resignation and shook her head. She spoke in an almost-whisper. “I shouldn’t be taking up your time, Dr. Gold. Nobody can help me.”


    Nobody can help me.


    This was far from the first time Gold had heard those desolate words in his practice of psychotherapy, but the hopelessness they conveyed never failed to evoke his deep compassion. He leaned toward her, resting his elbows on his knees so that his client could sense his genuine interest in her plight. “It sounds like you’re in a lonely, scary place, Jenna. But you came to see me, so I believe there’s a small part of you that hopes I can help.”


    She was stroking the zebra-striped fabric of her purse as if she were petting a cat. The motion arrested and she shook her head. “No. I shouldn’t have come.”


    “I’ve been in this business for a long, long time,” Gold said, “And what I’ve learned is, there’s a solution to most problems.”


    “Not this one.”


    “Even this one. We’ll work together to find the right solution.”


    She looked up, her lips twisting. “But you don’t know what it is, my problem.”


    “Even so.” Gold considered whether, with that level of hopelessness, she might be suicidal. Following his intuition, which had been honed over a forty-year career, he asked, “Jenna, has someone let you down who should have been there for you?”


    At his words, she drew a sharp breath and put her hands out in front of her as though she felt the need to defend herself. Gold noted they were shaking. Her shoulders shook too, with the effort to control her emotions.


    How tightly she was strung. He stifled an entirely inappropriate urge to gather her into his arms the way a father might a small child, and assure her that everything was going to be all right.


    Jenna’s hands dropped back into her lap and she locked her fingers together, one thumb rubbing the other with enough vigor to chafe the skin.


    “Why don’t you tell me what’s making you afraid, Jenna?”


    Her answer seemed a non sequitur. “Have you ever betrayed anyone, Dr. Gold?”


    “Who betrayed you, Jenna?” Seeing tears come into her eyes, Gold took the box of tissues on the table between them and offered it to her, noting that even in her distress, Jenna folded her tissue with great care, lining up the ends so they matched.


    She dabbed at the tears trickling through her lashes. “I thought he would protect me,” she said. “But they’re going to kill me. He wouldn’t—” she broke off.


    Adjusting his impression of her, Gold evaluated the possibility that she might be delusional. She seemed reasonable enough, but delusional people often did. “That sounds pretty scary,” he said, leaving her space to elaborate.


    Jenna plucked another tissue from the box and delicately wiped her nose, then folded the soiled tissues twice more before depositing them into her purse and snapping it shut. When she looked over at him, her eyes had knowledge far older than her twenty-seven years. “I’m in big trouble, Dr. Gold. I’ve become dangerous to someone very powerful and I—”


    She broke off and jumped up off the couch. Giving him no chance to protest, she hurried over and opened the door, throwing her last line over her shoulder. “I’m sorry, this was a mistake. I can’t put you in danger, too.”


    


    

  


  
    



    e i g h t


     


     


     


    She opted for the coastal route over the freeway’s endless sea of brake lights.


    Miles of agricultural land stretched as far as she could see; rows of stooped migrant workers in broad-brimmed straw hats picking strawberries. She drove parallel to green fields and brown fields, past a lot of nothing. Ten more minutes of driving south and the brown hillsides swelled in front of her. Soon afterward, a green highway sign pointed to State Highway 1.


    PCH. She spoke out aloud, automatically identifying the name the locals gave Pacific Coast Highway. Taking the entrance marked Malibu and Los Angeles, she drove past the Point Mugu Naval Complex, crossed the bridge over Mugu Lagoon. Soon, rocky crags rose on her left. On her right, the road dipped so close to the ocean that she almost believed she could reach through the passenger window and wet her hand in the sea spray.


    Unaccountably, her spirits lifted and she was tempted to stop at the side of the road and soak it all in. But her foot stayed pressed on the accelerator. She had an appointment to keep.


     


     


    She had expected to find an office building, but Dr. Gold’s address was on the corner of a street in the middle of a neighborhood of sizable homes.


    The street number on his card was followed by “?,” which confounded her until she understood that his office must be behind the big Asian-style dwelling surrounded by a tall cedar fence.


    Space was at a premium in Venice, vehicles jammed nose to tail. You could stand on one sidewalk and touch the other without much of a stretch. Jenna’s eyes darted from one side of the narrow street to the other, anxiety mounting as she searched for somewhere to park. She drove around the block twice. There wasn’t a spare inch to shoehorn the Nissan.


    What if I can’t find a place to park?


    Her breathing grew shallow—the first sign of a panic attack. Her hands on the steering wheel were beginning shake. Every breath was a half-breath, as if something physical stopped her from filling her lungs. If she could just get enough air.


    This is just stupid.


    I know it is.


    She was plenty early, but without a place to park, she would miss the appointment, and then.... the lifeline was slipping away, even as she reached for it.


    Her ear was buzzing again. She hadn’t noticed it since leaving the train yesterday, but the angry wasp was back with a vengeance.


    Crazy. You must be crazy.


    No!


    This is ridiculous. Is this my life? Was I always such a wimp?


    Checking the rear view mirror to make sure no vehicles were behind her, Jenna braked, right in the middle of the narrow road and began her mantra.


    Breathe. Relax. Focus.


    She repeated the words until her breathing slowed and the buzzing receded.


    With a final cleansing breath to center herself, she looked around and almost laughed. She was around the corner from Dr. Gold’s address. What she had failed to see in her panic was the alley that ran behind the house.


    An alley where there was a parking space and a sign on the wall declaring it “reserved for clients of Dr. Gold.” Unauthorized persons would be towed away. Jenna drove into the slot and unbuckled her seat belt, glad for the time to take a walk and gather her thoughts.


    Stepping from the car into an afternoon made grey and damp by the low-lying marine layer, she walked a couple of blocks from Dr. Gold’s office to a main road. Electric Avenue. An old song echoed in her head as she crossed it: We gonna rock down to Electric Avenue, And then we’ll take it higher...


    Did that song have special significance for her? Without context, everything or nothing could be significant. She veered onto Abbot Kinney, looking into the windows of boutiques, antiques stores, a new age bookshop with the enchanting name of Mystic Journey, feeling anonymous as she hurried past, pretty sure she had never been here before.


    How would you know, when you’ve no idea where you’ve been?


    At Jin’s Patisserie she ordered a cup of Jasmine tea and sat on the patio, warming her hands around the small cup.


    Had Dr. Gold been her therapist for a long time, or was this her first visit? God, she hoped he could fill in the blanks—like Mystery Man and why she had kept the torn picture and broken frame in her lingerie drawer. Maybe he would know who Jessica Mack was and why her face was on Jenna Marcott’s driver’s license.


    She paid for her tea and retraced her steps to the house where Dr. Gold resided and saw clients. Her heart rate picked up again as she entered from the street through the roofed gate into a Japanese garden. The plaintive strains of wind chimes jangled too loud in her ears; the vivid spots of color hurt her eyes.


    Across the garden a miniature bridge spanned a lily pond. Jenna paused there just long enough to whisper a request to the stone Buddha kneeling in prayer under a Japanese Black Pine: Please let Dr. Gold help me find my life.


     


     


    A small signpost in a clump of Temple Grass pointed to Dr. Gold’s office and she followed a path of smooth round paving stones behind the main house.


    The door to a guest cottage opened as she approached and a tall, lean man stepped outside. Older, maybe late sixties. The kind face of a favorite uncle with a trim white beard and thinning sandy hair. His casual dress—a linen pullover shirt and khaki shorts with sandals—seemed casual for a therapy session, but suited him.


    “Dr. Gold?” Jenna asked. Seeing a glimmer of surprise cross his face, she realized her error. Of course, this was not their first meeting. He had expected her to recognize him, as he recognized her.


    Brushing off her faux pas, Zebediah Gold stretched out both hands with a welcoming smile and a laid-back approach that put her at ease. “Hello, Jenna, I’m glad to see you again. I like your new hairdo.”


    She allowed him to take her hands into his warm, bearlike paws.


    “I—I parked in the space around back,” she stammered, wishing her voice sounded steadier. “I hope that’s okay.”


    He smiled again with straight white teeth and she detected the faint scent of mint on his breath when he bent down tp give her a quick hug. “It’s fine. Let’s go around to my office.”


    Stupid! You’ve been here before. You’re supposed to know it’s okay.


    Upon entering, her first thought was that the room resembled a sort of shrine. Dim light filtered down from the skylight, bamboo shades over wide windows lowered to three-quarters, a bamboo-filled urn in one corner. In the other, a Laughing Buddha on a pedestal stretched his arms joyfully, hands open wide to the heavens.


    Water trickled through a series of suspended bowls, one flowing into the other, making it seem as if the garden had followed them inside. A great deal of care had been poured into creating this simple, tranquil space.


    Dr. Gold took the chair that faced the door and left Jenna to choose between the couch and two comfortable-looking armchairs. A low table stood between them, providing a sort of barrier that allowed her to maintain an illusion of protecting herself. Against what? In this room, at this moment, her defenses seemed ridiculous and unnecessary.


    As soon as she took the chair opposite him, Jenna could feel her body responding to the setting. Her muscles began to relax and for the first time since waking in this alien world, she could inhale a full breath without effort. In spite of herself, the stiffness in her neck and shoulders began to drain away.


    Dr. Gold was quiet, giving her time. Though he was subtle about it, Jenna was keenly aware that he was watching her wrestling with the right words.


    On the drive down to Venice she had rehearsed her story over and over, but now, facing him across the table, all the clever phrases that had sounded so logical and easy in the car deserted her.


    The silence stretched long enough to become uncomfortable before Dr. Gold spoke up. “I know it wasn’t easy for you to come back, Jenna,” he offered. “But you’re here, and that’s a big step.”


    She pounced on his words, desperate to know the meaning behind them. Got lost in them. What had happened during their last session to make him think it would be difficult for her to return? Her eyes drifted to the Zen garden on the table: a few polished pebbles, a tiny mud man with a long white beard. Someone had raked the sand into concentric circles. His previous client? She reach out to the tiny rake.


    Dr. Gold is sort of Buddha-like. Not Buddha-sized—he’s in good shape—but the way he sits, he looks so...serene, he...


    “Jenna?”


    She dropped her hand and sat back against her chair, worrying that her mind had wandered too far.


    “You look a little pale,” he said. “Are you all right?”


    She wanted to slap her ear and stop the damn buzzing. What was causing it, anyway? “I’ve been—sick,” she said, resurrecting the excuse Zach had given her. “I—I’ve had the flu.”


    Why don’t you just tell him the truth?


    Not yet!


    “Would you like some tea?” he offered.


    “Yes, please.” The words came automatically. She didn’t want more tea, but it would buy some time.


    On the table was a cast iron tea pot on a trivet and two mugs. His hands made the pot look ridiculously small and for the barest glimmer, Jenna got an image of little girls playing tea party with a grownup man seated on a miniature chair.


    She glanced at him under her lashes but he was busy pouring and seemed not to notice her latest mental departure.


    She took the mug he handed her. “This feels good. It never did warm up very much today.”


    “So, aside from the flu, how have you been, Jenna?”


    “Uh—Um....”


    Dangerous territory.


    He waited and when she failed to respond he said, “I was concerned after you left so abruptly last time, and then you cancelled our appointments.”


    His amber eyes probed, but she had no answer to give him. What had made her leave her last appointment abruptly? Cancel appointments? Why had she been stupid enough to think she could come here and pretend she could just pick up from where they had left off, when she hadn’t the vaguest clue where that was?


    Tell the truth whenever possible.


    “I don’t know what to say.”


    Dr. Gold steepled his fingers under his chin. She could tell that he was not a man given to rash pronouncements, but his expression was serious enough that Jenna’s heart started pounding, fearful of what he was about to say. She wrapped her arms around herself in a hug, as if that might protect her from anything too awful.


    Maybe she should just get up and leave now, as abruptly as he said she had before. But she had waited too long. His next words kept her riveted to her chair.


    “I’d like to hear why you think someone wants to kill you.”


    She felt her eyes widen in shock. “What?” Tea splashed onto her Levi’s and she set the mug on the table with a trembling hand.


    “You talked about someone wanting to kill you, Jenna. Please tell me about that. Who are you in danger from?”


    “Dr. Gold, I—don’t know how to....”


    Could she trust him? What if he didn’t believe her? What were the chances he would have her committed to a psychiatric hospital if she told him the truth? Was that even an option? She had no idea.


    As if he could read her thoughts, the psychologist caught her gaze and held it. “Jenna, remember what I told you on your first visit? Anything you say here is confidential unless you tell me that you have definite plans to hurt yourself or somebody else. Do you have any plans like that?”


    “No! I don’t have any plans. I—”


    “Confidential. You’re my client. I’m not going to reveal anything you say to anyone without your express permission.”


    Everything about him invited confidence, but she could not stop herself from picturing herself in a straitjacket, locked up in a psych ward. The volume of the buzzing intensified in her ear until she could no longer hear her own thoughts. She spoke over the sound, hoping her voice wasn’t too loud. “Do you remember what else I said about—about—what you just said?”


    There was a slight pause before he answered, as if he were reluctant to repeat it. “You said that you were a danger to a powerful person.”


    Even in her distress, she supposed it was his therapist training that despite the jarring words, he could keep his face neutral.


    “Danger to a powerful person,” she echoed.


    Why would a powerful person want to kill her? Had that person already made a failed attempt, leaving her with amnesia?


    Having no answers made her want to scream at the emptiness where memories and important information—like who wanted to kill her—should have been.


    Dr. Gold’s quiet voice nudged its way into her thoughts. “Has someone told you that they wanted to hurt you?”


    She cleared her throat, digging deep for courage.


    She would need all the courage she could muster to tell him the truth. Finally, she asked, “What do you know about me, Dr. Gold?”?


    He gave her a measured look. “We haven’t had enough time together for me to know anything about you, but as I explained to you before, if you are in any danger, I have a legal obligation—”


    The letdown was like a bucket of ice water thrown in her face. The psychologist did not hold the key to her condition after all. He was not going to be able to help her. A dark cloud of hopelessness descended. “All I told you was that someone powerful wanted to kill me? I must have said more than that! Tell me what else I said, please tell me...”


    “Jenna, I can see you’re distressed...”


    “Distressed? Distressed doesn’t begin to cover what I am.”


    Now what was she supposed to do? The Buddha had ignored her prayer and she was shit out of luck. She picked up her mug and pretended to sip tea while trying to rearrange the puzzle pieces in her head.


    “What word fits better?” Dr. Gold asked with what sounded like genuine interest.


    “What?”


    “What word fits better than ‘distressed?’”


    Jenna set her mug on the table with a shaky hand. “Amnesia.”


    “Amnesia?”


    She puffed a long sigh through pursed lips. “The truth is, Dr. Gold, I don’t remember coming here before. The whole truth is, I don’t remember anything. I don’t know who you are. I don’t know who I am.”


    Then she blurted it all out, everything she’d experienced since arriving at the Amtrak station in Ventura less than twenty-four hours ago. It didn’t take long; there was precious little to tell.


    He listened without interruption and she had the impression that it was far from the most unusual story he had heard in his practice. When she fell silent, he asked, “You’re not aware of anything that might have triggered the amnesia?”


    “Like what?”


    “A bump on the head, an illness?”


    “No, I don’t remember anything.”


    “Have you checked for any lumps or bumps up there?” He tapped his head.


    “I checked my whole body. There’s noth—” She broke off. Stupid!


    Last night, she had examined most of her body, but she had not checked the most important part.


    Touching her fingers to the top of her head, she began to rake them through her hair. Below the crown, roughly parallel to her left ear, where she experienced the buzzing sound, she detected a slight ridge, an irregularity in the skin.


    “There’s something here.”


    Her eyes locked onto the psychologist’s as if he were offering her back the lifeline she had earlier watched floating away. “There’s something...would you look and tell me what it is? Please? Please?”


    When he hesitated, it crossed her mind that he might view it as inappropriate to put his hands on a client in such an intimate way, but she couldn’t care less what was appropriate or not. She needed to believe that Dr. Gold understood the urgency that drove her.


    Without giving him time to refuse, she left her chair and crossed the two steps to where he sat. She knelt on the reed mat at his feet, bent her head and parted her hair where she felt the ridge. She clutched his hand and guided it to the ridge.


    For a large man, Dr. Gold’s hands were remarkably gentle as they palpated the spot on her skull.


    “There’s a contusion of some sort, a scar, maybe.” He said, gesturing for her to return to her chair. “Does it hurt?”


    “No, it’s kind of numb.” The knowledge that there might be a concrete explanation for the buzzing, a physical cause for her memory loss, released the pressure valve a little bit.


    “It seems to be healed, so I doubt it’s terribly recent,” said Dr. Gold.


    The pressure valve screwed tighter again. “You’re saying I could have been walking around like this—not knowing who I am—for weeks? Months? I’m a ghost. I don’t exist!”


    He put his hands up in a calming gesture. “I know it must be tremendously difficult for you, Jen, but we’re going to work through this together.”


    “How can you help me if you don’t know anything more about me than I do?”


    “You’re not alone. I’m going to find a way to help you.”


    “Maybe I was attacked! If someone was trying to kill me, maybe they hit me over the head. That could make me lose my memory.”


    It doesn’t explain why I’m not dead.


    “That’s one of several possibilities,” Dr. Gold allowed. “Or it could be a surgical scar. Or the scar might have nothing at all to do with your amnesia. Amnesia can be caused by many different things.”


    “Maybe I had surgery for a brain tumor and after I left the hospital...”


    Some dark thing came flying at her—a vision, an impression—and with it a crushing dread that permeated every part of her. What was it?


    If she could just identify...the edges of her vision softened, dimmed. The whistling overtook the buzzing. She groaned, anticipating what was coming.


    “Jenna?” Dr. Gold’s voice came from far away. “Jenna, put your head down. Put your head between your knees.”


    She could tell that he had risen from his chair because she felt pressure on her shoulders as he told her again to lower her head.


    Gone.
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    She came back slumped in her chair, a damp hand towel draped across her forehead, humiliated because she didn’t know how it had got there. She searched for Dr. Gold with her eyes and found him pouring a glass of water at a small sink across the room.


    He brought it to her and bent to help her drink from it. “How are you feeling?” His voice was full of concern.


    She removed the towel and handed it to him. “Kind of weak. How long was I out?” Something in his expression alerted her. “What? What happened?”


    “Well, sweetie, you went somewhere, but you weren’t exactly ‘out.’ Do you remember anything?”


    “No. Everything went black. What—what did I do?”


    “You never lost consciousness. You were mumbling something, like talking in your sleep. It wasn’t lucid enough that I could tell what you were saying.”


    “Is this what my life is going to be like?” Jenna cried, pressing her hands to her face. “How can I ever go anywhere, do anything, if I keep blanking out?”


    “We’ve just started; don’t give up yet,” Dr. Gold said, lowering himself into his chair. “Having said that, I’d like to call paramedics to check you out.”


    “No!” Paramedics meant the hospital. The prospect of going to a hospital was as upsetting to her the way the policeman had the night before.


    An image flashed of herself in a hospital gown, begging to go home. Was it her imagination?


    A memory? She wanted to tear her head open, reach inside and shake up her brain, pull out the missing pieces and put them together like a puzzle.


    She was certain Dr. Gold could see right through her, but she sat up straight, her chin jutting in defiance. “I’m fine. Truly, I am. I’m fine.”


    He frowned, leaning toward her. “Jenna, you can’t drive like this.”


    “I just need a minute. If you have another appointment, I can go sit in my car.”


    “I don’t have another appointment, but you need a full work up.  It’s important to rule out that a neurological disorder might be causing your symptoms.”


    “If you call the paramedics, I’m leaving now.” Jenna started to rise from the chair, but a wave of giddiness dropped her back. “No paramedics. No hospital.” She knew her voice sounded weak, but she was unwavering in her resolve to follow through on her threat.


    Dr. Gold looked unhappy but he showed her his palms, giving up the argument before it could get started. “Okay. Okay. You didn’t lose consciousness, so you have the right to refuse treatment. And I’m still bound by confidentiality if you’re sure you don’t know who was threatening you. But I’d like to perform a mental status exam to—”


    “I’m not crazy!”


    Are you serious? You’re batshit crazy.


    “I know you’re not crazy, Jenna, it’s just to help me determine the extent of your memory loss. I promise, it’s quick and easy.” He reassured her with a smile. “And if you don’t want me to call the paramedics...”


    If it would keep her away from the hospital, she would do anything he asked.


     


     


    As he had promised, the questions were easy and she aced most of them: Where are you right now? What’s today’s date? Who is the president of the United States? What’s your name?


    “How can I know the president’s name but not my own? I only know what the driver’s license says it is. And there are two of those.”


    “Don’t give up, Jenna. Are you ready for the next series of questions? Tell me the months of the year in reverse order.”


    Easy.


    “Can you tell me your favorite movie?”


    Blank.


    “Tell me what you’re doing here.”


    “I found an appointment card in my purse. I assumed it meant I had an appointment for therapy, so here I am.”


    “Okay, good. Now, can you tell me what you think just happened a few minutes ago?”


    She thought back to what they had been discussing just before her latest episode, as she’d begun to think of these blank periods. “We were talking about what might have caused my memory loss,” she said slowly. “I thought I passed out, but you said I didn’t. Then I came back.”


    His eyes creased at the corners when he smiled, and it felt as though she had earned a merit badge. “You did very well, Jenna. There doesn’t seem to be any major cognitive impairment—you understand where you are in space and time. It’s the factual information about your life that seems to be inaccessible. And that’s why a neurological exam would be helpful, to provide a baseline.”


    “Dr. Gold, I don’t know why, but I don’t want to go to a hospital.”


    “I understand that you’re afraid of hospitals and police. But realistically, we need to contact the police. We have your name, your address.” He corrected himself. “Names. Both of them.”


    “I bet I’m a criminal,” she said miserably. “I have two different names, two driver’s licenses. That doesn’t look good, does it? It implies something shady.”


    “You don’t know that. There could be another explanation.”


    Wrapped in her escalating fear, she barely heard him. “Wouldn’t that be just great. I go to the cops and they lock me up for something I can’t even remember doing. What if I did something so awful that I wanted to forget it? Maybe I should just leave it alone.”


    “Whatever we find, we can work this through, Jenna.”


    “Or Jessica.” She looked away, afraid to meet the questions she was certain must be in his eyes. “Why do I have an alias if I haven’t done anything wrong? Maybe there are more names and addresses that I haven’t found yet. Maybe that’s why I’m afraid of the police.”


    Gold held up one finger, halting the rapid flow of words. “I have an idea. Do you remember Claudia Rose, the woman who referred you to me?” He made a wry face. “Forgive me, of course you don’t. She’s a handwriting analyst you met at a medical convention a few months ago in San Diego.”


    “A handwriting analyst?”


    He told her what Claudia Rose had been doing at the pharmaceutical company’s booth and that Jenna had confided to her that she needed help with a serious problem.


    He said, “It seems that the problem was you believed you were in danger.”


    “I must have been living in Marina del Rey then,” Jenna mused, visualizing the address on the driver’s license she had found in the zebra purse. “I wonder how long ago I moved to Ventura. There are some boxes in my apartment that were never unpacked.”


    “When you came to see me last time, you were living in the Marina. That’s where I mailed the appointment card. It must have been forwarded by the post office.”


    “Maybe I moved to get away from the person who wanted to kill me.”


    “Another excellent reason to talk to the police.”


    “But I have no idea who the person is. For all I know, it could be you.” She could tell he was dissatisfied with her response, but he let it go and changed the subject.


    “I mentioned Claudia because she’s connected to a detective at LAPD who I think could help. With your permission I’ll ask if he can make some informal inquiries. You would have to sign a waiver that allows me to talk to Claudia about you.”


    “But if I did commit a crime and he finds out, he’d have to turn me in. Are you sure that’s what I ought to do? Maybe I should leave it all alone. And what about the ‘powerful person’ who wants to kill me? Or do you believe that? Do you think it’s just a fantasy, part of the reason I have amnesia?”


    “If we’re going to find out what happened to you, we have to start somewhere.” His voice was soothing, but she noticed he hadn’t given her a direct answer.


    She released a long sigh. “I know, but, the police...”


    “There is one thing we could try first.”


    “What?”


    “It’s sometimes possible to recover lost memories with hypnosis.”


    “Would you hypnotize me?”


    “Yes. Have you ever been hypnotized?”


    “No. I mean, I don’t think so. How would it work?”


    “If your memory loss is connected to a traumatic event or events, the memories still exist in your brain, but you’ve blocked them out—in effect, buried them. It’s called dissociative amnesia. That’s different from the type of amnesia caused by organic brain disease or physical trauma, where the information is lost. In that case, hypnosis wouldn’t help.”


    “The scar on my head proves something physical happened to me.”


    “That’s true, but that scar may or may not be related to the amnesia. Look, there are no guarantees that hypnosis will work, but we can try it if you like. It may help you remember what happened.”


    “Can we do it right now?”


    “You’re my last appointment this afternoon, so if you feel ready, yes, we can.”


    “I’m afraid, Dr. Gold. What if—”


    “When you go under, it will be like watching a movie, not as if you’re experiencing the events again. First, I’ll help you to relax and give you a safe place to recall those memories into your conscious mind. If you feel uncomfortable, you can indicate it to me and I’ll bring you right back to full consciousness. You will be in complete control at all times.”


    “Okay. What do I have to do?”


    “Move over to the couch and lie down with your head over here on this side. I’ll put on some relaxing music before we begin. While I do that, begin to focus on your breathing.


    Close your eyes and breathe in through your nose to the count of five, hold it for three, then breathe out through your mouth for five. Listen to your breaths.”


    Jenna slipped her shoes off and stretched out on the couch, resting her head on a small throw pillow. The cushions were soft and puffy under her and she wriggled into a comfortable position. As she closed her eyes and began to tune in to her respirations she could hear the sounds of a CD drawer opening and closing.


    A few seconds later, the muted clang of a gong reverberated through the room. Then another in a different key, then another. In their echoes, the haunting melody of a flute reminded Jenna of the wooden wind chimes in the garden knocking together in the breeze.


    Dr. Gold’s voice spoke quietly from his chair behind her head. “Take a deep breath and think of something beautiful, a rose perhaps. First see the bud, then let it slowly open. Watch the petals unfold...


    “Now exhale gradually, allowing yourself to go deeper into relaxation. Know that you can open your eyes at any time you want to, but because it feels so good and you are so relaxed, you prefer to keep them closed.” He was quiet for a few breaths, giving her time to follow his instructions. He began to speak again.


    “I want you to visualize yourself at the top of a flight of steps. I’m going to count backwards from ten, and with each number, you will walk down those steps. With each step, you will become more and more relaxed....Going deeper and deeper.”


    He started to count and she imagined herself descending a basement staircase.


    In her mental image she looked down and saw that athletic shoes—white, with hot pink accents. Had she really owned a pair like that, or...


    “Ten...Nine...Eight...deeper and deeper...”


    Her eyelids began to feel as if they were weighted, her limbs made of lead. Down one wooden riser at a time. Down, down.


    “Seven...Six...deeper still...”


    Jenna started to move her fingers just to prove to herself that she was still in control of her body, but they were too heavy to bother making the effort. She sank deeper into the cushions, noticing the way they molded around her shoulders, her hips, her calves.


    The psychologist’s voice faded, then returned. “Let your mind wander in the quiet serenity and peace. Let yourself go deeper and deeper into relaxation and know that you can return to this peaceful place any time you want.”


    She felt wonderful, relaxed and decompressed, as if she had moved out of her body and was floating on a sea of well-being.


    Dr. Gold’s voice intruded on the peace. “Now we’re going back to a time you can remember.”


    Her emotional mind wanted to resist his instruction, but the logical side argued that this was what she had come here for. She must not resist. She must go where he was leading her.


    “...as if you’re watching a movie. Go back...”


    His monotone voice droned softly but Jenna was no longer listening. Behind her closed eyelids it was night and she was a passenger in a car on Interstate Five. She recognized the segment of highway and knew they were northwest of the city of Fresno.


    With detached interest she watched a glittering curtain of rain sluice down the windshield, recognizing that the vehicle was traveling too fast for the bad weather and mountainous terrain. .


    Dr. Gold had said it was just a movie, so she wasn’t afraid.


    Her eyes followed the wipers slapping noisily back and forth on the windshield.


    As if witnessing the scene from a distance, she turned her head to the left and glanced over at the man behind the wheel. He was looking over his shoulder to check the left lane. Oily black hair curled over the collar of his leather jacket. Strong hands gripped the steering wheel. A shiver of apprehension ran over her.


    Who is he?


    You know.


    No!


    “Slow down,” she urged in a slow motion voice.


    The driver turned to her, animosity burning in his eyes like red hot coals. “Fuck you.”?


    She became aware that she was as cold as if she’d jumped naked into a snow bank. Was it the trance body she was watching that was trembling so violently? Or was it her physical body in the real world? She had no idea, and it didn’t matter. She knew she was going to die.


    Reaching out, her fingers touched the buttery soft leather of his jacket. “Please, slow down!”


    His breathing was heavy with rancor and she could smell the sour fruit odor of alcohol, faint but unmistakable in the air. He tore his arm away, his right hand balled into a fist. She shrank against the car door, fully expecting him to backhand her face. His voice was a low snarl. “You have no clue what’s going to happen to you, do you?”?


    “Please just stop. I want you to stop!”


    He laughed and ground his foot down on the accelerator. The car skidded slightly on the slick road.


    “Pull over!” she ordered, her heart in her mouth.


    His voice rose to a roar, drowning out the sounds of the storm that raged outside around them. “What the fuck do I have to lose, Jessica? Tell me! What do I have to lose?”


    Her voice rose, too. “You know the answer.”


    Dr. Gold’s calm voice intruded into the scene. “It’s just a movie, Jenna, you’re safe here.”


    I’m not Jenna.


    “Tell me what you’re seeing, Jenna.”


    Not Jenna. Not—


    “I’ll fuck you twice, bitch. I’ll take you both with me.” He was screaming at the top of his voice now, flecks of spittle flying out of his mouth. If it had been lighter, she would be able to see the veins bulging in his neck.


    He gave the steering wheel a twitch and they fishtailed into the right lane. For a few seconds they were inches from the precipice and its long, steep drop. She hooked her fingers around the armrest and clung to it. “Please...don’t...”


    From the backseat the cries of a small child pierced her heart. She wanted to cover her ears and pretend she could not hear, but those cries refused to be so easily shut out.


    A movie. It’s only a movie.


    Lights from a big rig lit them up as it lumbered up the steep grade and passed by. Her driver—she stubbornly refused to allow his name into her conscious—accelerated, surging up on the bumper of a slower moving Suburban in the lane ahead of them. 


    “Get the hell off the road, asshole!” he yelled as if the Suburban driver could hear him through the driving rain.


    The crying in the backseat grew louder. The man shot a poisonous glance at the rear view mirror. “Make that noise stop now, Jess, or I will.”


    That was when she felt the first tremor of primal fear. The healed bones in her right wrist were proof that he would follow through on his threat. She had shielded him then, telling emergency room personnel that she’d fallen.


    If she had been smart enough to stop believing him sooner when he swore he loved her enough to stop drinking; when he had promised for the umpteenth time that everything was going to be happy again. If only...


    None of that mattered now. Biting back the furious words she wanted to spew at him, Jessica unclasped her seat belt and twisted awkwardly onto her knees. Stretching over the seatback, she took hold of the little hands that reached out to her and somehow managed to calm her voice.


    She told him what a good boy he was and that she loved him. Setting aside for the moment her self-loathing for exposing him to this danger, she wiped the tears from his flushed baby face with her fingertips and lied to him that everything was going to be fine.


    It will be fine, once this trip is over. I promise you’ll never have to see him again.


    The wailing quieted to a whimper. He was as safe as she could keep him for now.


    She was still wriggling back into her seat when the Suburban came alongside and passed them on the right. As he hit the gas and caught up with the other vehicle, her driver lowered the passenger window with the driver side control. Indifferent to the freezing rain that lashed her face, he bellowed across her, hurling profanities at the other driver.


    Jessica started praying then, making all the promises to God that hopeless people make when there’s nowhere left to go.


    I’ll be stronger. I’ll do anything you want me to. Just keep us safe...


    “Jenna...” Dr. Gold’s distant voice.


    Not Jenna.


    “...just a dream.”


    The tires were hydroplaning on the rain-saturated road. They swerved toward the Suburban, avoiding a sideswipe by a hair’s breadth, then veered back into their lane, chased by the long blare of the other vehicle’s horn.


    Without warning, the rear bumper of the big rig was right there in front of them, its brake lights glowing like demonic eyes. “Watch out!” Jessica shrieked, still struggling to lock the clasp of her seat belt into place.


    With a low growl, her driver spun the steering wheel and at the same time jammed on the brakes. The car slid on the wet pavement toward the embankment.


    They were suspended in space.


    Jessica’s head slammed against the roof, then smashed into the windshield.


    rolling and rolling...


    baby crying...


    cold rain...


    silence...
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    Claudia Rose fetched an Amstel Light from the refrigerator, waiting for Joel Jovanic to shrug out of his jacket before she handed it to him. Then she took his jacket and draped it across the back of a kitchen chair.


    With the beer bottle in one hand, Jovanic wrapped the other arm around her and gave her a long kiss. “I think I like this. Does it come with a pipe and slippers, too?”


    Claudia showed him a sly smile as she shimmied against him. “It comes with whatever you want, Columbo. I need a favor.” Separating herself from him, she slid into the breakfast nook and invited him to join her.


    Jovanic took a long pull on his beer, put the bottle on the kitchen table and followed her with a small groan. “I knew it was too good to be true. What do you need?”


    She told him what she knew about Zebediah Gold’s client, Jenna Marcott.


    “You referred her to Gold? What was your impression of her?”


    “You know how those conventions are. It was three months ago and I talk to hundreds of people at those things. One thing I do remember, when I told her what her handwriting said, she got all teary eyed and I’d told her things that no one else knew about her.” Claudia paused to smile. “People say that kind of thing to me all the time, but this girl was different. As it happens, I wanted to spend more time with her, but it’s impossible to get into anything deep at those events.”


    “Why did you refer her to Gold?”?


    “She said she had a serious problem and needed help. I liked her. She seemed kind of lost.”


    “And you’re a sucker for lost little lambs,” he said, though not unkindly.


    “Well, she called Zebediah, so something I said resonated with her.”


    “Do you still have her handwriting?”


    Claudia shook her head. “The client kept all the samples. They use them for marketing purposes.”


    “How likely is it that they still have them? Would they let you see them now?”


    “It’d be easier just to get her to write a new sample. The convention one was a single line and a signature. Not adequate for a proper analysis.”


    “Easier yes, but she might change her handwriting if you ask for it now.”


    “Why would she do that? What would be her motive for disguise?”


    “To support this tale she’s told your buddy Gold. Could be total bullshit. The first sample would show her natural self, right, GraphoLady? Isn’t that what you’ve always told me? The best sample is one that’s not written for the purpose of analysis?”


    Claudia opened her eyes wide in mock surprise. “Wow, Columbo, I’m impressed. I didn’t know you were actually listening.”


    He pressed his hand to his chest, pantomiming hurt. “I’m cut to the quick. I listen to every word you say.”


    “Of course you do.” She leaned across the table, offering a kiss. They had both reached the end of a long day, and his stubble was sandpapery against her chin.


    Claudia said, “If I ask her to write something now, it’s true she’d be more conscious of what she’s writing. Still, I can’t think of any reason for disguise.”


    “But wouldn’t it be better to have more writing to look at?”


    “Yes, of course. I’ll call the client and ask if they kept the samples. They can either have the sample overnighted or if they don’t want to do that, I’ll go downtown and sift through them in their office to find Jenna’s. At least, that was the name she was using when I met her.”


    “That’s my point, babe. What’s up with the Jessica Mack alias?”


    “Hey, Detective, I realize that Skeptical is your middle name, but we don’t know it’s an alias.”


    “What do you call it when someone has two different IDs?”


    “Here’s a thought: maybe she’s DID.”


    “She’s what?”


    “Dissociative Identity Disorder. Used to be known as Multiple Personality. You know— when different personalities live in one person’s head, but they have independent lives; they don’t know about each other.”


    Jovanic brows knit in a frown. “You think that’s a real disorder?”


    “Psychologists are still arguing about it. Some are adamant that it’s real, others, not so much. And some are just as adamant that it’s a total fabrication. I once testified in a murder case where the client claimed to be DID.”


    “What happened?”


    “He was charged with hacking his wife to death with a bolo knife. The prosecution had a mountain of evidence, but the defense brought in his minister and a bunch of people who swore up and down that he was just a mild-mannered store clerk, wouldn’t hurt a flea.”


    Jovanic snickered. “Yeah. All defendants are innocent. Just ask them.”


    Claudia shot him a look. “You’re jaded, honeybun. The judge ordered a psych eval and in the end, even the court psychiatrist concluded the guy was DID. The defense was claiming the murder was committed by one of his alters—that’s what the other personalities are called, alters.”


    “So he used the SODDI defense.”


    “The what?”


    “SODDI—Some Other Dude Did It. But you’re saying the “other dude” was living inside the defendant?”


    “Well, yeah. The attorney gave me a stack of handwritings the client purportedly wrote while he was in various alters, and asked for my opinion.”


    “And you could tell from his handwriting that he had multiple personalities?”


    “I did some research and found some articles on how to identify it in handwriting. The first criteria: are the samples so dissimilar that they reflect totally different personalities, and the second: are there enough subtle similarities to identify that they were all written by the same hand?


    “When a person has Dissociative Identity Disorder, it’s virtually always a response to extreme abuse or neglect before the age of five. The abuse is so appalling that the child can’t handle it, so pieces of their personality ‘split off’ and deal with the abuse for them. Those pieces are their defenders. When one of the ‘defender’ parts is active, the original personality—the host—doesn’t know it. The host sort of goes to sleep and the alter takes over.”


    Jovanic looked skeptical, but Claudia could feel him paying close attention. “ ‘Goes to sleep’?” he asked. “What’s that mean exactly?”


    “The alters know about each other and about the host personality, but the host doesn’t know about the alters unless they come out and make themselves known during therapy.


    “Sometimes an alter comes out and takes over the host’s body, could be for a few minutes, hours, days, sometimes even years.” Claudia shook her head with a rueful smile. “Can you imagine how it would feel when the host wakes up one day and realizes she has no idea what she’s been doing all that time? She could have been living a life altogether different from her own. Or his own. Blackouts like that are called ‘losing time.’ DID is pretty rare, but there are documented cases.”


    “You mean like in those old movies, The Three Faces of Eve, or Sybil?”


    “Well, Sybil’s been challenged. But When Rabbit Howls, or...”


    “Okay, I get the point. What happened in the case where you testified?”


    “The defendant’s handwriting samples met both criteria. Bottom line, the wrong guy was on trial. It was one of his alters who committed the crime. So the host personality, the guy sitting in jail grieving over the murder of his wife, was totally unaware of what he had done. It was as if somebody else killed her. He was the ‘somebody else’ during the time of the murder. The rest of the time he was just a nice, quiet guy, nothing like the alter, who happened to have this brutal side.”


    “That’s a lot to swallow, babe.”


    “The guy didn’t get off. He was remanded to a mental institution, which is just about as bad as prison.” Claudia twisted a long strand of auburn hair around her finger and tugged on it thoughtfully. “I’m sure Zebediah must have considered the possibility.


    Jenna was with him when he called this afternoon, so he didn’t say much, but she signed a release for him to talk to us and he faxed it over. He’s going to see her on Saturday. You and I will meet her at his office...”


    She broke off with a grin. “Assuming you agree, of course—and I’ll get the new sample from her then.


    “If I get the original sample from my client and a new one on Saturday, I’ll be able to compare them and see if there have been any major changes. I’ll also be able to see if there are signs of a head injury.”


    “You’ve got it all planned out,” Jovanic said with a slight smile, and Claudia knew that the case had ignited his interest.


    He said, “I’ll call a buddy over at Missing Persons and tell him we’ve got a Found Adult. Get me everything you can on her. Have Gold fax a copy of both driver’s licenses and any other vitals and we’ll see what pops up. If she did lose her memory, her family must be looking for her. There could be an MP report floating around out there. And if that doesn’t kick out anything, I’ll run her prints.”
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    Driving away from Dr. Gold’s office, it felt to Jenna—she stubbornly clung to the name—as if she were leaving the safety of an oasis. Her head was throbbing like a drum. No, more like an entire steel band.


    She had been unable to bring herself to share with Dr. Gold what she experienced in her hypnotic state. Upon opening her eyes, she had mentally folded the scene in a tight little package and locked it away in the furthest recesses of her mind.


    Did the car accident cause the amnesia?


    Of course it did. What else could it have been?


    In any case, Dr. Gold’s presence had been comforting, something solid to hold on to. She was grateful that he had not pressed her to talk about why she emerged from hypnosis shaking and sobbing, or why she refused to tell him what she had experienced. He had handed her tissues and the glass of water, assuring her that he would stick with her and help her work through the events that had resulted in her memory loss.


    Before she left his office, Dr. Gold had arranged for her to return on Saturday to meet Claudia Rose and her detective friend. Jenna was frankly curious to meet the woman who had analyzed her handwriting. Would she remember Claudia? Or would her face be as unknown to her as all the other faces in the world? She had not remembered meeting Dr. Gold.


    As she signed the release for Dr. Gold to discuss her case with Claudia, it seemed one more cruel irony that aside from the signatures on her driver’s licenses and credit cards, Jenna had no idea what her own handwriting should look like. Beyond ironic, it was downright spooky that after analyzing her handwriting, Claudia already knew more about her personality than Jenna herself did.


     


     


    Traffic through Santa Monica and Pacific Palisades was rush-hour heavy back to Coast Highway. At Chautauqua the light turned yellow and the minivan in the lane ahead of her surged into the intersection. Its back wheels were already across the white line when the driver changed his mind about running the light and hit the brakes.


    Jenna’s foot automatically shifted to the brake pedal. The Nissan’s tires burned rubber, squealing to a halt just kissing distance from the minivan’s rear bumper. The driver behind her laid hard on the horn, his own tires squealing, too.


    In a flash she was Jessica, back on the dark mountain road, staring into the driver’s malignant scowl; unbuckling her seatbelt and turning to comfort the crying child. She felt the impact of slamming into the semi, the sensation of flying.


    This time, there was no Dr. Gold to recall her to safety.


    A madwoman was screaming.


    Then, abruptly, she was back, halfway into the Nissan’s backseat, clawing her way to rescue a child that did not exist. The screams registered as her own.


    The traffic light had cycled to green. The blaring horns emanated from the line of impatient motorists backed up behind her. If a cop saw her she would get a ticket for obstructing traffic.


    Or for being crazy.


    Shut up. Shut up. Shut up!


    The motorist behind her had climbed out of his car and was striding toward her. Jenna twisted back into the driver’s seat and hit the gas. The Nissan launched across the intersection.


    She drove a few miles, pulling onto the dirt shoulder as soon as she could find an empty spot. Her throat was raw from screaming. A pall of misery had seeped into her very bones.


    Not caring whether she ever made it back to the apartment, she sat there for a long time at the side of the road, trying to escape the terrible sense of impotence. She could not bring herself to think of it as home.


     


     


    Hours later, Jenna lay in bed, staring at the ceiling long into the night, the accident scene endlessly looping in her head: the car veering off the road, plunging down the hillside. The soaking rain. The utter despair of knowing that she was helpless to prevent what was going to happen next. She told herself that she shouldn’t have let Dr. Gold hypnotize her; that she would have been better off not seeing those images.


    The accident she had witnessed in her trance state felt more like a dream, not something from a waking memory. Yet, somehow, it felt real, too.


    How can it be both?


    The late summer air was warm and heavy, but she drew the covers up over her head and curled up like a fetus, as if that could protect her from the nightmare she had just escaped. When at last exhaustion overcame her, she dropped into a troubled sleep, waking sometime later, sweating, from a dream.


    She knew she had not been dreaming about the accident, so what was it? Lying still in the dark, waiting for her pulse to return to normal, she tried to remember.


    Little by little, images oozed back: men in dark clothing grabbing at her. A big hand covering her mouth, muffling her cries for help. It felt all too real in the same way the car wreck felt real. Who were those men? Neither was the driver of the car in her hypnotic state.


    If the car accident was the cause of the amnesia as she had begun to believe, what part did the men in her dream play? Or were they a creation of her imagination, a symbol of the sick fear that lived within her every moment, waking and sleeping? And what about the powerful person who wanted to kill her? Had she told Dr. Gold the truth about that?


    Why would I lie?


    Why don’t you know who the hell you are?


    She threw back the covers and rolled out of bed. She washed her face, drank some water, wandered the apartment, trying to familiarize herself with the place.


    Outside the kitchen window the sky was a striped blanket of orange, red, and steel blue. Too early to get dressed. No TV to take her mind off thoughts that chased each other like rats around a maze.


    Turning on the computer, she Googled BioNeutronics Laboratories, where according to the badge in the zebra purse she was employed. She learned that human biology figured prominently in the laboratory’s universe. Words like DNA, karyotyping (she made a mental note to look that one up) sexually transmitted diseases, genetics, human behavior.


    Eventually, she fell back into bed and lay there unmoving, as if her immobility might generate the memories that refused to come. Counting backwards from one hundred, she drifted off somewhere between sixty and fifty. Jarred awake again. Drifted off again, and again.


    Around the fourth or maybe it was the fifth awakening, she made a decision. Somewhere among all the missing pieces she had discovered a stubborn streak of courage. Whether or not she ever recovered the life she had lost, she was not going to be beaten into submission by whatever or whoever had put her in this untenable position.


     


     


    At six o’clock, the bedside alarm was a rude intrusion into the seesaw between restless sleep and troubled wakefulness. Her plan was to rise early and show up at BioNeutronics Laboratories.


    Could she pull off going to an unfamiliar building with which she should be accustomed, and interact with people she was supposed to know, but who would be strangers to her?


    The neat-as-a-pin lineup of petite business suits in the closet showed good taste and at least a degree of compulsiveness in the way they were hung according to color. She chose a navy blue skirt and jacket ensemble that she particularly liked and laid them out on the bed.


    Testing out a tentative smile in the mirror, she was pleased to find the image that looked back at her was beginning to feel more familiar. She aimed the hair dryer at the short hair and fluffed it up. Her fingers touched the scar behind her ear.


    Was there really a car wreck, or is my imagination filling in the gaps?


    If there had been no wreck, why would her mind have produced that particular scene under hypnosis? The heartbreaking cries of the child in the backseat echoed in her head.


    “No! We’re not going there.” She spoke the words out loud to cover up the sounds. Instinct told her that otherwise, the pain would be more than she could manage.


    You can’t pretend forever.


    Says who?


    Denial is not just a river in Egypt.


    Why don’t you shut up.


    With a decisive snap, she switched off the argument in her head and turned her mind back to the job. According to her badge, she was known at BioNeutronics as Jenna Marcott.


    Jenna. Jessica. Jessica. Jenna.


    Which one am I? Both?


    Why not just tell them you don’t know?


    No!


    The strength of her reaction startled her. She thought about the nightmare that had woken her in the night, about the men attacking her in the dream. And she wondered what had happened to Jessica Mack.


    


    

  


  
    



    t w e l v e


     


     


     


    From the street, the BioNeutronics Laboratories resembled a warehouse, an anonymous concrete and glass facade that would not catch the attention of thieves looking for drugs. No outside signs advertised the building’s tenants.


    Uncertain at first whether she had found the right place, Jenna drove into the parking lot and double-checked the address on the entry doors at the rear of the building.


    It was seven-fifteen when she parked next to a black Mercedes CLS. With the employee ID badge around her neck she strode across the lot pretending to know where she was going and entered the building.


    The lobby was blessedly empty. She bypassed the vacant security desk and went straight to the wall directory next to the elevators. According to the listing, BioNeutronics Laboratories shared the building with an assortment of financial advisers, lawyers, and therapists who had space on the first floor. The lab’s offices comprised the second and third floors. The research lab proper was in the basement.


    Jenna was still asking herself what would come of this insane gamble as she pressed the button for the second floor. She had not found an answer by the time the elevator doors opened onto a reception area.


    Facing the elevator was a semicircular desk with a high counter. A nameplate on the ledge said the attractive young woman sitting behind it was Keisha Johnson.


    Despite the chic outfit she wore, a mop of bronze Orphan Annie corkscrew curls lent her a pixyish appearance.


    As Jenna walked toward her, Keisha Johnson’s beautifully manicured eyebrows shot up; her mouth a big O of surprise. She jumped up and leaned her elbows against the counter, making a twirling motion with her index finger. “Look at you, girl! Turn around, show me the back.”


    And as Jenna, understanding that Keisha must be referring to what Zach had said was a new haircut, pivoted in a slow circle, the receptionist said, “It’s friggin’ awesome!”


    “Glad you like it,” Jenna replied with a shy smile.


    “You killed it.” Keisha dropped back into her chair. “I wonder what Simon’s gonna say. He’s trippin’. That man does not know how to function when you’re not here to hold his little hand.”


    Simon. Jenna let go of the breath she was holding. Knowing her boss’ name answered one important question. But like the ball bearings in a pinball game, a dozen more caromed around her brain:


    How will I know him? Where do I go? What am I supposed to do?


    And How could you be so stupid to think you could pull this off?


    “Is he here yet?” asked Jenna.


    “Oh, yeah. He beat me in.” Keisha lowered her voice and threw Jenna a knowing glance. “He’s in the lunchroom, trying to figure out how to pour himself a cup of coffee.


    He—” She broke off as a door behind her opened. Keisha tipped her head back and flashed a smile full of innocence at the man who stuck his head around. “Oh, there you are, Dr. Lawrie. We were just talking about you. Look who’s back.”


    The ground seemed to slip away under Jenna. Of all the mind-shattering bombshells she had lived through in the past thirty-six hours, this one registered a ten on her personal Richter Scale.


    The man Keisha had identified as Simon Lawrie stared across the desk at her, looking as stunned as Jenna felt. He was clean-shaven now, sporting an elegantly tailored white shirt and conservative tie, but she had no trouble recognizing the George Clooney looks, the sensuous lips of the man in the torn photo she had pieced back together. The man whose size 42 Long suit was hanging in her bedroom closet. The man Zach had referred to as ‘Mr. Mystery.’


    She recognized the instant he recovered his composure. “Jen! I didn’t expect—I mean, I didn’t think you were coming back...today.”


    What did it mean that she saw relief in his eyes?


    This must be what it felt like to have an out of body experience. She struggled to pull herself back into her head and find something intelligent to say. All that came out was an awkward mumble. “I uh, figured it was time I got back to work.”


    Simon Lawrie turned to the receptionist, who was following the exchange with undisguised interest. “Coffee please, Keesh. My office.”


    He turned back to Jenna, not quite looking her in the eye. “Let’s go. We’ve got some catching up to do.”


    With a secret smirk at Jenna, Keisha rose, smoothing down the tight skirt of her gunmetal grey suit, and exited through the door Simon Lawrie had just entered.


    Not sure whether she was supposed to follow, Jenna hesitated. Then Simon Lawrie was holding the door open, looking at her expectantly. Rounding the reception desk, she entered a long corridor with closed doors on either side.


    Simon fell into step beside her, saying nothing. They passed the lunchroom door where Keisha had veered off.


    Simon’s long strides meant that Jenna had to hurry to keep up with him. She would have to wait until later to study the series of framed posters that lined the hallway walls, advertising BioNeutronics’ accomplishments.


    They boarded another elevator, where Simon swiped a card key to access the third floor. As if there were a tacit agreement between them to wait for the privacy of his office before they spoke, the elevator rose in silence. Simon stared up at the floor indicator as if they were two strangers, which in Jenna’s mind they were, but should not be in his.


    If it were not so tragic it might have been comical. Five minutes earlier, her biggest worry had been how she would find her work area. Now she was fretting over how she was supposed to deceive a man with whom it appeared she was intimately acquainted. And the bigger question—why did she feel compelled to deceive her lover?


    The few inches between them yawned as wide as a football field, but her need to understand about the torn photograph had just gone from a slight tickle to an obsessive itch that demanded scratching.


    What happened to our relationship?


    I should tell him that I don’t remember him.


    No!


    Why not?


    Just....no.


    On the third floor, Simon stopped at a door whose brass nameplate bore his name and the title, “Director.” Next to it, another door, this one with Jenna’s name and ‘Assistant to the Director’ on a markedly less grand nameplate. Sliding his card key through the reader, he opened the door and stepped aside.


    Jenna entered, ducking past him like a truant called to the principal’s office, Simon following close on her heels. She scarcely had time to take in the tasteful furnishings—the Persian rug, the sofa that would have been at home in a luxury salon, the polished conference table, the floor-to-ceiling windows that gave on a panoramic view that terminated at the horizon over the Pacific Ocean.


    Simon kicked the door shut and closed the few feet between them. Edginess crackled off him, an electrical current, as he wrapped her in his arms and whispered into her hair, “Thank God. Thank God you’re safe.”


    Jenna could feel his heart hammering as hard as if he had just run a marathon. Crushed against his chest, the frantic pressure of his fingers on her arms shocked her. She pushed away, trying to put some space between them, and protested, “You’re hurting me.”


    Immediately, he relaxed his hold. “God, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to...” As if he were afraid that she might disappear, his hands stayed on her arms. “I just—I didn’t know—I was scared...”


    Shrugging free of his grasp, Jenna took a step back and looked up at him. “What did you think?”


    “What did I think? Where have you been?” The question was more than a simple request for an answer. It held a fierce heat, hinting at dark emotions simmering just below the surface


    Her body had not responded to his touch. There should at least have been a physiological response. From the intimacy of Simon’s eyes on her body, they must have made love countless times. Surely she should feel something for this man who had apparently hurt her so deeply that she had destroyed their beautiful photograph.


    She tried to convince herself that she recognized his woodsy cologne, but the faint scent of wild thyme and tangerines were foreign to her.


    The sharp tick-tick of high-heeled shoes in the corridor came to a halt outside the door and saved her from having to find an immediate answer. There was a knock, and Keisha’s voice called out, “Incoming.”


    With a muttered oath, Simon spun on his heel and strode to the big window at the rear of the office. Jenna took a deep breath to steady herself and went to admit the receptionist.


    Keisha entered holding a small tray with two mugs and accoutrements. “Here you go, hon. Hot tea with honey for you, ‘cause you look like you could use it. And your coffee, Doc. Conference table or desk?”


    “Desk,” Simon snapped as if he’d forgotten that he had asked for the coffee. Keisha splashed cream into his mug and stirred in a package of sweetener, then sashayed out, giving Jenna one of her arch winks before closing the door behind her.


    What does he think happened to me?


    As if she had spoken her thoughts aloud Simon turned and saw her looking at him. “Where were you, Jenna?” he asked again, striding across the room to her. “I was out of my mind. I didn’t know what—I thought—”


    “What did you think?”


    Taking one of the guest chairs at his desk, Jenna picked up the mug of tea and brought it to her lips. Handsome though he was, Simon Lawrie was a stranger to her and she could not pretend that she wanted his hands on her.


    Obviously not used to having her say no to him, Simon faltered. He dropped into the other guest chair beside her and stretched out his long legs until the soles of their shoes were almost touching.


    “I don’t want to tell you what I thought. But God, I’m thankful to see you alive.”


    “You thought I was dead.” The words hung on the air, stunning in their baldness.


    “Where the hell were you, Jen?” He repeated for the third time.


    “Where do you think I’ve been?”


    Simon slammed his hand on his desk, making the coffee mug jump. “Don’t fucking answer a question with a question! Where have you been for the past three days? And what did you do to your hair? You look like hell.”


    Although she would rather have avoided his eyes, Jenna made herself look at him, this man who, judging from the torn photograph, had broken her heart. “It’s not nice to tell me I look like hell when you know I’ve been sick.”


    “Don’t play with me. Why didn’t you answer your phone?”


    “The battery’s dead.”


    The disbelief on his face made her want to laugh. If she had come up with some kind of lie, he would have accepted it. Simon let the moment pass, then changed tactics when she had nothing else to add. “Baby, you’ve got to tell me what happened. Did they hurt you? Threaten you?”


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said truthfully.


    “You don’t know?” His voice hardened in frustration. “You just disappear and it had nothing to—I accused Christine—What happened?”


    Who is Christine and what did he accused her of?


    Her tone was as sharp as the broken glass she’d dumped from the picture frame. “I told you, I don’t know!” She might as well have slapped his face.


    “You can’t just pretend nothing happened,” he retorted. “The way you stormed out of here, then you didn’t answer the phone. I thought Christine—I went off on her—”


    Jenna followed his eyes to a portrait on the wall to the side of his desk. An attractive woman in a red power suit, standing before a furled U.S. flag. Pride and ambition shone from her face. Offset a few inches from the portrait was a grouping of family photos featuring the same woman with Simon Lawrie and two handsome young men in cadet uniforms.


    Her stomach flipped.


    An affair with your married boss, Jenna? Seriously? How stupid can one person be?


    “Jen? Earth to Jenna.” Simon was leaning into her space, snapping his fingers in her face.


    She batted his hand away. “Stop that!”


    “I’ve been worried to death about you and you just blow it off like nothing happened.”


    “Why were you so worried, Simon? Why did you think she’d done something to me?”


    Simon jumped to his feet and began pacing, enumerating on his fingers. “Friday, you freak out, then you disappear. Saturday, you don’t show up at the hotel. Sunday morning, you don’t answer your door.” His voice rose. “You’ve ignored my phone calls, emails, texts. Look, I know you were upset, but that’s not like you. Just tell me where you’ve been, Goddamn it!”


    “Do you have to always know where I am?”


    “Yes!”


    Some part of her enjoyed baiting him. She took a coaster from a small stack on his desk and set her mug on it with exaggerated care. “Maybe I just needed a break.”


    “I don’t believe you.”


    “What were you so afraid of?” she pressed.


    “You know the answer to that. With her connections it’d be easy enough...” He stopped abruptly, a frown forming. “Wait--you’re not going to make trouble with my wife, are you?”


    “Is that what you’re worried about?” She looked away, letting her eyes roam his office. He was nicely set up with the hand-crafted Italian-made furnishings, an original LeRoy Neiman on one wall. Men like Dr. Simon Lawrie didn’t rock their comfortable boats. Her head was beginning to ache with the effort of keeping up the pretense of knowing what he was talking about, but she had to hold it together. If she blacked the way she had in Dr. Gold’s office, the charade would be over and she was not ready for that.


    Simon slumped back into his chair and scrubbed his face with his hands as if he were tired of the conversation. “I know you’re still mad, but baby, I can’t file for divorce now. She’s just about to get the nod at the Convention. Her chances for the nomination would be ruined if we were in the middle of a divorce—or worse, a scandal. My life wouldn’t be worth a good goddamn if she lost it because of something I did.”


    Convention? Nomination? Jenna’s eyes returned to the official portrait and the penny dropped. Jesus Christ—his wife is running for President? This can’t get any worse.


    “Shouldn’t you have thought of that before?” she asked.


    “It’s not like you didn’t know I was married,” he countered.


    His petulance irked her. “I think there are a lot of things about you that I don’t know,” said Jenna.


    Simon reached out and grabbed her wrist, squeezing it tight. She tried to pull away but his grip was too strong.


    “Right now, Jenna, I’m thinking that I don’t know you. Now what the hell’s going on? I ask you where you’ve been and you say you don’t know? What kind of bullshit answer is that? What the hell am I supposed to think?”


    “Let go of me now Simon, or you will regret it.”


    His jaw dropped and she could almost hear him wondering who this person was with steel injected into her voice. But he let go of her hand. “It’s not like you to be secretive, Jen. Paranoid, maybe, but not secretive. What aren’t you telling me?”


    “Isn’t it enough that I’m here?”


    Simon’s features softened. “Ah, baby, you know I love you, don’t you?”


    For half a second Jenna was tempted to believe his sweet-talk, to allow her vulnerability to blind her to the facts. Then the cold voice of reason chimed in: Are you totally whack? He’s married to a freaking presidential candidate.


    Without knowing what had happened between them, she felt her way as if walking blind without a cane. “Simon, you must have always known that this—thing between us could never go anywhere.”


    He threw up his hands and blew out a big sigh of frustration. “Why are you being like this, Jen? How many times have we had this conversation?”


    She had no answer for that. Why had she allowed herself to fall for a married man, especially this one?


    His looks and social standing might be enough for some women, but she knew that was not enough for her. Not who she was now, anyway.


    They sat in an uncomfortable silence during which Jenna considering getting up and walking out of the building. But she didn’t. Until she knew more, she planned to stay put.


    As if he had just seen the light, Simon’s expression cleared. “This isn’t just about my marriage, is it?”


    “What does that mean?”


    “All those questions you were asking last week. About Project 42. Your ‘concerns,’ the way you flipped out.” Simon raked a hand through his hair, leaving little tufts of it standing on end. “Look, Jen, I’ve had a lot of time to think about it over the last few days, and the thing is, you took that email out of context. You don’t understand what it is we’re doing.”


    That’s for sure. What is Project 42? What email? What is he talking about?


    “I get that some things you saw upset you,” he continued. “But you didn’t see the bigger picture.”


    “Which is what?”


    “Once we’ve finished the clinical trials and get the results the client’s looking for, it’s going to improve so many lives.”


    “If it’s so great, why would I be upset?”


    Simon compressed his lips into a tight line as though he were trying to hang on to the last thread of his patience. “I don’t know, Jenna. Maybe you resented having to deal with all the specs and the early experiments and all the rest of it, seeing how normally it would be the word processor’s job. But honey, with the level of confidentiality on this project, you’re the one I trusted. I think the trouble is, you misunderstood about how the device works.”


    “Why don’t you could explain it to me so I understand it better?”


    He gave her a wink, doing his best to charm her. “I will, baby. Let’s get together tonight at the apartment and we can talk. Right after some fantastic makeup sex.”


    Jenna gave him a thin smile in return. “What about Christine’s campaign?”


    “We’ve always been careful. Nothing has to change.”


    She gave a little snort of disgust. “You know, I’ll bet a lot of work piled up while I was gone. I’d better get started on it.”


    “Dammit, Jen, why are you being so frigging stubborn? Okay, I get it. You’re still mad. Fine. For now. Just don’t think this is over.”


    She rose and so did he.


    “I left some files on your desk,” he said, moving toward her. She turned her face so that his lips grazed her ear. Simon spun her around and caught hold of her chin. He turned her face up, kissing her on the mouth with the assurance of ownership. Jenna could not miss the triumphant gleam in his eyes just before he let her go.


    


    

  


  
    



    t h i r t e e n


     


     


     


    Her office had the unique chill of a space that had been unoccupied for several days. Closing the door behind her, she leaned against it, glad of the cold air on her flaming face. With a deep sense of shame, she had to admit that some perverse part of her had allowed that bruising kiss, and even enjoyed it.


    Just muscle memory responding.


    Whatever gets you through, dumbshit.


    In her first glance at her workspace she saw nothing that personalized it. No photos. It wouldn’t do to advertise that you were sleeping with the boss.


    Were sleeping with the boss. No more.


    He’s kind of old, but he’s pretty hot.


    He’s a cheater. I hate cheaters.


    How do you know what you hate?


    Shut up.


    You helped him cheat, stupid.


    When she moved around the desk Jenna saw that her assumption was incorrect. There was something personal after all. A plastic mermaid was propped against the monitor stand. Recognition.


    Ariel.


    Wondering what special meaning it held for her, she reached for the figure and picked it up. It was from the Little Mermaid, an old Disney animated film, she knew that much.


    She closed her eyes and waited, hoping for a memory, but the rubbery material was a cold and unfamiliar lump in her hand. A minute or two passed; nothing happened.


    Swallowing the bitter pill of disappointment, Jenna set the mermaid back against the monitor and turned to the stack of files Simon had left on her desk.


    He had stuck handwritten post-it notes on the files, explaining what he wanted done with them. His handwriting was difficult to read. As she deciphered the hieroglyphics it crossed her mind that Claudia Rose, the handwriting analyst Dr. Gold had told her about, might have something to say about them.


    At least she had no qualms about performing the tasks Simon had set her, the notes about interoffice memos he wanted her to correct and email; notes on items to be filed; notes about arranging meetings; notes about a PowerPoint presentation she was to prepare for his lecture at a conference. A trip to DC with his wife that she was to book with the company travel agent—how galling.


    That’s what you get for screwing around with a married man.


    Leave me the hell alone.


    As she skimmed through the contents of the files she began to form an impression of the types of projects being handled at the BioNeutronics Laboratory. She did not find any reference to Project 42.


    According to Simon, something about Project 42 had caused Jenna to storm out of work on Friday. The reverent way he had spoken about Project 42 made it sound like the elixir that held the secret to eternal life. What had he said? It was going to improve the lives of many people.


    The computer booted to a company splash screen that featured the BioNeutronics logo on a black background: a wireframe globe turning in the open palm of a disembodied hand.


    Encircling the globe, coiling itself through the wireframe like a ribbon, was a UPC bar code.


    The logo transformed into a network user login that asked for a network password.


    Now what?


    The desk drawers held paperclips and pens, odds and ends, arranged with precision in plastic holders. No handy cheat sheet held the password, but under the desk was a locked file cabinet. Jenna flashed on the small silver key on the ring in her purse. She took the fact that it fit as a good omen.


    The file cabinet contained Simon Lawrie’s personal correspondence: responses to fund-raising letters from the local symphony, correspondence related to a private jet and boat; his estate in the upscale neighborhood of Montecito, some thirty miles north of Oxnard.


    At the back of the drawer, she struck gold: a file that held an administrator’s list of user names and passwords for everyone in the lab, including hers and Simon’s.


    Her password was *!Ariel*. Like the Disney character on her desk. So there was some special significance to the little mermaid after all. Relieved that her memory loss had not robbed her of her ability to use the computer, she keyed in the password and soon found herself connected to a standard desktop.


    In Windows Explorer she found a folder titled Projects and began combing through the long file tree. Files were named in numerical order: Project 41, Project 43, and so on. Project 42 was conspicuously absent. When a system-wide search yielded nothing she turned to the two-drawer lateral file cabinet behind her desk.


    The top drawer was filled with green hanging folders, but a quick look through them proved fruitless.


    The bottom file drawer offered up a pair of size five and a half athletic shoes and a small stack of three-ring binders that contained diagrams and specifications with headings like clinical pharmacology, clinical trials, contraindications, side effects. A plastic holder on the front of each binder contained a project name printed in a large font. No Project 42.


    Had she misunderstood or misheard the name? Nope. Simon had spoken clearly and her problem was amnesia, not hearing loss.


     


     


    At eleven forty-five, Simon poked his head around the door without knocking and tossed a twenty dollar bill on her desk. “Kung Pao Chicken,” he said. “Get whatever you want.”


    Walking back through the corridors of BioNeutronics, Jenna felt far more confident than she had on her arrival that morning. So far the day had gone easier than she had expected. Even though an affair with a married man—her boss, for crying out loud—was something she was not proud of, she had learned a little about her life before her memory loss. And she had managed to keep her amnesia secret.


    On the way through the building she ran into various people who complimented her on her haircut, so it must have happened over the last few days. The smile she produced still felt stiff, but with practice she figured she would get the hang of it.


    It felt good to leave the hermetically sealed laboratory office and its subtle smell of cleaning fluid.


    The heavy marine layer had kept the day overcast and would not lift over the coast until mid-afternoon.


    On the morning drive, Jenna had noticed a strip mall across the street from the lab, which boasted several fast-food restaurants, including Chinese. Glad for the opportunity to stretch her legs, she crossed at the light and picked up Simon’s order, then went to the Starbucks next door and ordered a mocha latte and a protein plate for herself.


    A rolling cart with ‘Oxnard Plant Care and Maintenance’ painted on the side was outside her open office door. From the doorway she could see a woman in a green and tan uniform on her knees, polishing the leaves on the tall rubber tree plant in the corner.


    Jenna tapped lightly at Simon’s door and entered. He was working at his conference table, sleeves turned up, tie loosened. He gave her a warm smile and pushed aside an untidy array of papers. “Stay and eat with me.”


    Almost tempted, she shook her head. “I’m going to rest at my desk.”


    “Maybe you came back to work too soon.”


    “Maybe. It was a pretty bad flu.” Having practiced the lie, it came readily, but she wasn’t so sure he bought it.


     


     


    When she entered her office, the plant lady was snipping dead leaves near the base of the rubber tree. Turning with a shy smile, she said, “I just finishing.”


    Jenna returned the smile. “It looks good.” Having eaten nothing since before her visit to Dr. Gold, she was starving.


    After the hypnosis session, followed by the terrifying experience of blanking out at the intersection, food had been the last thing on her mind.


    Salivating over the wedge of brie and cracker, the hardboiled egg and grapes, she sat at her desk and snapped the plastic lid off her protein plate.


    The plant lady’s broken English interrupted. “Uhn, lady, you wan’ me to water with thees thing in here?”


    Jenna put down the egg and swiveled her chair to face the woman, who was in a squat at the base of the rubber tree plant.


    “What thing?”


    The woman pointed. “Aqui esta.”


    Jenna searched her head for Spanish words, but if she had known the language before, it had disappeared with everything else. “Uh, what is it?”


    Apparently not having any more English than Jenna had Spanish, the woman gave her a blank smile and said, “Oh, okay.” She collected her gardening tools and said a cheery goodbye.


    Jenna got up and closed the office door behind her. Curious, she parted the glossy leaves near the bottom of the rubber tree. The corner of a plastic bag stuck up from the soil. Her stomach tightened uneasily. The bag was effectively hidden unless you were looking for it. Or you were trying to water the plant.


    Oh, Jesus, am I a drug dealer and this is where I hide my stash?


    Dealing drugs could explain the two driver’s licenses in different names.


    Heedless of the soil that caked under her fingernails, she excavated the bag and tugged it out of its hiding place.


    Not drugs.


    A flash drive—a one-inch long portable storage device that plugged into the USB port of a computer. It was in her office, it seemed logical to assume that she must have been responsible for burying it.


    She took it to the computer and tipped the device into her hand. The CPU was under the desk, but there were no vacant USB ports on the front. She pulled up her skirt and got down on her knees. She crawled under the desk and reached around to the rear panel of the CPU, feeling for open slots.


    “Jen?” Simon’s voice. Her head jerked up in surprise and banged against the underside of the desk drawer. “Do you ever knock?” she asked, exasperated.


    He leaned over the desk, where her rear was sticking out, and whistled. “Now there’s a delectable sight. What are you doing under there?”


    Feeling a complete fool, she backed out and slid up onto her chair. She kept her fingernails, which were thick with potting soil, curled in her lap. “If you have to know, I dropped a grape.”


    Simon regarded her protein pack with the egg, the triangle of cheddar and the handful of red grapes in disfavor. “No wonder you’re so skinny. All you eat is rabbit food.”


    “Something I can do for you, Simon?” she asked, acutely aware of the flash drive lying on top of the CPU under the desk.


    “Have you set up my meeting with Dr. Kapur yet?”


    Who is Dr. Kapur?


    “I just got back from picking up lunch, remember?”


    “Christ, Jen, what did you do all morning?” He took the guest chair across from her desk and seemed prepared to stay for a while.


    “You left me a lot of projects. I’ve been working my way through them.”


    “How’re you feeling, babe?”


    “I have a headache,” she said, hoping it would discourage him from staying.


    “Get something from Keisha’s first aid kit. I don’t want you sitting here feeling like crap.” He sounded sympathetic and she took a moment to study the long, almost feminine lashes that fringed cobalt blue eyes; the full lips that must have roamed her body a thousand times. Her cheeks burned again, remembering the rough way he had kissed her this morning.


    The words “Project 42” brought her back to what he was saying. “...noticed that the files have been removed from your work station.”


    “Of course I noticed. Who was in my computer?”


    “I didn’t mention it sooner because I wanted to give you a chance to get back into the routine. Don’t take it personally, babe, okay?”


    “It feels personal.”


    “Kapur is going to be sending a couple of the client’s own employees to handle what’s left of the project. Their people will be working here on site for this part of the operation. They’ll be using the private lab you set up for the rest of the clinical trials. Which means they won’t need the same kind of hands-on participation from us from here on out. You won’t have to deal with the admin tasks anymore.”


    “Well, that’s convenient.” Jenna didn’t bother to hide her sarcasm, but she would have killed to know what he was talking about. Remembering what he had said to her that morning, she asked, “Did taking everything off my computer have anything to do with those questions I was asking last week?”


    “Of course not!”


    He was too quick with his answer, and the way he refused to meet her eyes convinced her that he was lying. “Did you send someone to clean up the computer in my apartment, too?” she asked.


    Simon stared at her stunned as if she had just stepped off a UFO. “Your apartment?” Then he looked uneasy. “Please tell me you don’t have any Project 42 files at home.”


    “Of course not. I was joking.”


    “Well it’s not funny. You almost gave me a heart attack.” He shook his head as if clearing it. “Call Dr. Kapur and get the meeting set up as soon as possible. We’ve got a lot to discuss.” He reached out and before she could stop him, tipped her chin up. “Jen, I know I don’t have to remind you that this project is still completely confidential. I can’t emphasize enough that it has to stay that way. It’s top security, regardless of how you feel about it.”


    She jerked away from his touch. “Of course, you don’t have to remind me.”


    “Okay, good. I damn sure don’t need any more problems at this point in the game. Call Security and let Kevin Nguyen know about the changeover. He’s a pain in the ass; he’s going to make a fuss, so give him some time to get over it.”


    “When’s the changeover scheduled?”


    “Monday. Kevin’s out this afternoon at a meeting, so you can call him tomorrow morning. Don’t leave it on his voicemail.”


    “That doesn’t give him a lot of time to get over it.”


    “I guess that’s his problem, isn’t it?”


    Simon flashed her a grin with such charm that she couldn’t help grinning back at him. “Okay, boss. I’ll get right on it.”


    He stood up and angled his tall frame across the desk, but Jenna lowered her head and started writing herself a note to contact Kevin Nguyen. She glanced up as Simon left her office, his shoulders slumping, and for the first time in her short new life, felt powerful.


    The feeling lasted until she realized how close Simon had come to seeing the flash drive she had unearthed from the rubber tree plant. She scrubbed the dirt from under her nails in the ladies room, quite certain that it was no coincidence that all files referencing Project 42 had been removed from her computer and that she’d buried a flash drive in the rubber tree plant.


    She could think of no good reason to hide the drive unless her access to its contents was unauthorized. If Simon had found unauthorized data on her monitor she would be toast.


    Then and there, she decided not to risk looking at the drive’s contents at work. She would take it home and check it out. Someone had done a thorough job of cleaning her office and her computer of any files that might be related to Project 42.


    As clean as the computer at the apartment.


    The connection raised her suspicions. The strength of Simon’s denial had felt plausible when she had asked if someone had removed files from her home computer. But if someone had not removed files, why was it so empty? Or was she just being paranoid? That was how Simon had described her.


    What had happened between her ‘storming out’ of BioNeutronics on Friday, as Simon had described it, and Sunday evening when she awakened on the train to a blank memory? She was not being paranoid about that. It was a goddamned fact.


    And just like that, the little demon was back with a vengeance, battering his pickaxe against her skull.


     


     


    Keisha took a first aid kit from a drawer in her desk and handed over the painkillers Jenna asked for. “Is he giving you a bad time?” she asked.


    “A bad time?”


    The receptionist shot her a knowing look and lowered her voice. “Hey, Jen, I haven’t forgotten how pissed you were when you took off out of here on Friday. I could see with these two little peepers that something big happened between you guys. I’m guessing that’s why you didn’t come in yesterday.”


    She made a gun finger and pointed it at Jenna. “Don’t let him get to you, girlfriend. By the way, that bitch was here on Monday.” She gave a delicate shudder. “Do you think she might actually get elected? Imagine Christine Palmer in the White House! Puke.”


    “Simon’s wife was here? What for?”


    “Hell if I know. They went down to the lab and left her security goons up here. She told them she didn’t need a security detail babysitting her in the lab, thank you very much and go sit in the lobby like good little boys and wait for her. You know that annoying snitty way she has. They weren’t too happy, but you know how it is. When there’s no cameras, all that sugar and honey goes bye-bye.”


    The phone lit up then and put an end to their conversation. Keisha got busy connecting calls and Jenna headed back to her office, stopping in the lunchroom for a caffeine recharge. She thought about what she had just learned: Keisha had confirmed Simon’s remark about her “storming out” last Friday.


    And while Jenna was wandering around town with no memory, Simon’s wife—whose name was Christine Palmer, not Lawrie—had paid a visit to the lab. Was that a coincidence?


    Was “that bitch” aware of her husband’s indiscretion? She had a security detail of her own, she must be some kind of heavyweight. It hit Jenna all over again: his wife is running for President, for Christ’s sake!


     


     


    By the time five o’clock rolled around, Jenna had gone from frustrated to cranky. She was itching to get the flash drive home. It was tucked in an interior pocket of her purse, along with a building map she’d found. The map detailed an emergency evacuation plan and diagrammed escape routes throughout the building. Each of the four floors in the building plus the laboratory, which was in the basement, had a page of its own. The names of each office occupant was printed in the relevant space, which would help her learn the names and locations of her co-workers.


    After powering down the computer and closing up her office, she knocked at Simon’s door to let him know she was leaving. There was no response and when she tried the knob, found it locked.


     


     


    At the first floor lobby, Jenna joined the line inching toward the front doors. The man ahead of her turned, his mouth bunched into a resentful moue. “What the fuck’s wrong with your boss, Jenna? Another goddamned surprise security check. They think they’re the frigging TSA with their goddamned pat downs.”


    Jenna’s heart skipped a beat. “What’re they looking for?”


    “Who the hell knows? Maybe they think we’re stealing drugs, or trade secrets, or some damned thing. Wasn’t Friday enough? This is ridiculous, I’m putting my resume on the street.”


    “Friday? I left early.”


    “Well, I guess you missed out. It’s turned into the friggin’ Gestapo.”


    People in back of her were grumbling, too, as others joined the line. Near the front doors, two security guards, one of each gender, were searching briefcases and purses, wanding everyone before allowing them to exit.


    It had never crossed her mind that security at BioNeutronics might be so high. She quickly discarded the possibility that the flash drive in her purse had nothing to do with the mysterious Project 42. The chances of such a coincidence were impossibly slim.


    Three people were left between her and the exit when one of the guards pointed at a middle-aged heavyset woman. He crooked his index finger at the woman, indicating that she should step out of line. She glared at him, her face as flushed as if she had run a mile. The female guard came over and escorted the protesting employee to a privacy screen at the rear of the lobby.


    Murmuring to no one in particular that she had forgotten something, Jenna turned and walked rapidly back to the elevator. She could not risk losing the flash drive without knowing what it contained.


     


     


    Shutting her office door behind her, she plopped down at her desk. “What do you think, Ariel?” she said to the little mermaid propped against the monitor. “How do I get it out of here without getting caught?”


    She might have hidden the flash drive in her bra or underwear, but after witnessing that employee being pulled out of line, the all-too-real possibility of a strip search had turned that alternative into a losing proposition.


    Rotating her chair in a slow circle, she looked for something to inspire her.


    She considered the logistics of dropping the flash drive out of the window and returning to pick it up later in the evening.


    The device was about an inch long and maybe a half-inch wide. If it fell into the hedge that surrounded the building, she would never find it, especially at night. It would need to be inside something bigger and easier to spot.


    She retrieved the baggie from the trash and zipped the drive back into it, then stuffed it into the Starbucks coffee cup. After crumpling a paper napkin on top to keep it from rattling around, she snapped on the lid and went to the window.


    And found it sealed shut.


    Dammit! Jenna slumped back into her chair. Even the smallest things seemed beyond her reach. Sudden movement from the corner of her eye. Her head jerked up.


    For a surreal moment she was sure she had seen something on the computer monitor, people in motion, but the monitor was as dark as a cave.


    Am I crazy after all? Is that why I’m here, pretending to be Jenna Marcott, when I’m really Jessica Mack? Or am I someone else and haven’t found my true identity yet?


    I am Jenna.


    No, you’re not.


    The room began to spin. She squeezed her eyes shut, the specter of her amnesia taunting her. Had she been hallucinating?


    When she cautiously opened her eyes the office had stopped spinning.


    It felt like something wanted to break through; some memory flitting around the edges of consciousness. But like a sneeze that tickles the back of the nose, the something refused to fulminate.


    Jenna glanced down at the cup in her hands. The employees downstairs were already on the verge of mutiny.


    It seemed unlikely that there would be another security check tomorrow. If she reburied the drive in the rubber tree pot, she could walk it out to her at lunchtime and lock it up. She started to remove the lid from the cup.


    Her office door opened and Simon Lawrie strolled in, his suit coat slung over his shoulder. “You drink too much caffeine,” he observed. “Your hand’s shaking.”


    “I thought you left.”


    Simon shook his head. “I was down in the lab.”


    There was no denying the man was some nice eye candy. A few years younger, he could have modeled for Maxim magazine. “Do you need me for something?” Jenna asked pointedly.


    “I thought you could give me a lift over to Eric Ericsson’s. I’m meeting some people there for drinks and I don’t want to take my car.”


    Eric Ericsson’s. Memory clicked and locked into place. The restaurant on the pier near the Amtrak station. Jenna nodded. “Of course, no problem.”


    As she started toward the door, Simon reached out and pulled her against him. The man never gave up. The tip of his tongue brushed tantalizingly across her lips. “Meet me later at the Crowne Plaza,” he murmured, swaying as if they were dancing. “We can have that makeup sex we talked about.”


    “You mean you talked about,” Jenna said, pushing him away. “I guess we’re supposed to show up here together tomorrow morning, wearing the same clothes?”


    “It wouldn’t be the first time, would it? We’ve always been discreet.”


    She thought of the suit hanging in her closet, the razor and extra toothbrush in the medicine cabinet. She thought of his wife, Christine Palmer, and she remembered the torn photo in its smashed frame.


    Simon seemed to take for granted that everything was okay between them despite last Friday’s argument. That torn photo said he could not be more wrong.


    “It might not be the first time,” she said. “But as it happens, I have other plans tonight.”


    “What plans?”


    “Just...plans.”


    “But, Jen, you—”


    “I’ll give you a ride to Eric Ericsson’s, but one of your drinking buddies can get you home, or there’s always a taxi.” One thing she wasn’t worried about was his being able to afford a thirty mile cab ride to Montecito. Or, he could take a room in the hotel. Without her. She walked past him, Starbucks cup in hand. During their exchange, Plan B had come together in her mind. She said, “I’ll meet you downstairs. I need to make a pit stop.”


    Simon groaned. “You have to now?”


    Jenna held up the cup. “Like you said, too much caffeine.”


    “Well, just don’t take all night like you always do.”


    She gave him a falsely bright smile. “See you in the lobby.”


    The ladies room appeared unoccupied, but Jenna checked each of the stalls to make sure.


    High up on the wall was a window that opened inward about six inches. Jenna stepped out of her pumps and hiked her skirt high up on her thighs.


    It would be hard to explain what she was doing if someone came in needing to pee in the next two minutes. Testing to make sure it would bear her weight, she climbed up on the sink.


    Now, if she could just catch a break, any stragglers in the parking lot would be too eager to get home after going through the security check to notice the Starbucks cup falling through the air.


    The coffee cup sailed through the window without a hitch, completing Step One of the plan.


    She jumped down from the sink, thinking about Step Two: a return to BioNeutronics later that evening to retrieve the cup. She was smoothing her skirt when the door opened and a woman walked in.


    Tall. Thin enough that she looked all angles. Nondescript brown hair scraped back in an old-fashioned headband. The name “Raisa Polzin, MD” was embroidered in blue across the left breast of her white lab coat.


    Dr. Polzin glanced down at Jenna’s stockinged feet, then at her shoes, and raised a critical brow.


    Jenna stepped back into her pumps and gave the woman a brief smile. “My feet were killing me.”


    “Not very sanitary.” The spoke with a heavy eastern European accent. “Toilet is not good place for bare feet.”


    “Good point. Good night.”


    Jenna’s hand was on the door when the other woman spoke again with a hint of derision. “I see Dr. Lawrie standing outside in the hall waiting for you. Good night, Miss Marcott.”


    


    

  


  
    



    f o u r t e e n


     


     


     


    “How late are your ‘plans’ going to keep you out?” Simon asked in a sulky tone as they left the building and headed for her car. He was pouting like a two-year-old deprived of his favorite toy. With that thought, echoes of the child crying in the backseat of her trance boomeranged and she couldn’t stop herself from snapping at him.


    “Stop it, Simon!”


    He went on as if he hadn’t heard her. “I can get one of the guys to drop me at the apartment. If you’re asleep, I’ll just let myself in and wake you up, just the way you like to be woken.”


    “No thanks, I don’t feel all that great.”


    He settled into the passenger seat of the Nissan and as she drove off the lot, reached over and rested his hand on her knee. He moved it up her inner thigh and started to raise her skirt. “I can make you feel better, baby, you know I can.”


    She pushed his hand away. “Not now.”


    “Hey, you’re not ditching me for some punk your own age, are you?”


    “That would be the smart thing to do. Have you already forgotten the fight we had last Friday?”


    “I’d like to forget it. You know my marriage is just a sham. With the boys both at West Point all Chris needs from me is to be an escort at fundraisers, and the lab makes her look good with her billionaire pals.” His voice turned bitter. “Twenty-five years, solid as a rock. What a crock. I’m stuck like a damned bug in a roach motel.”


    Jenna flicked a glance at him. A depressing sourness spread in the pit of her stomach that she had involved herself with this man. “That’s such hypocrisy. You know want to be the First Gentleman, or whatever it is they’ll call it. You want it as much as your wife wants to be President. Don’t pretend you don’t. If you wanted to be with me, you would have left her.”


    His jaw hardened in his handsome profile. “Goddamn it, Jenna! How many more times do we have to go over this?”


    “None. We’re done with it right now.” She turned onto Harbor Boulevard. “Where do you want me to drop you?”


    “Where you always drop me.”


    Oh hell, where is that?


    With neither of them willing to yield, the silence in the car stretched uncomfortably. As they got close to the pier, Jenna noticed him looking at the Crowne Plaza. She hung a U-turn and braked at the curb near the parking garage, hoping she had picked the right spot.


    Simon Lawrie got out of the car and slammed the door behind him, making no attempt to hide his anger as he strode toward the hotel.


     


     


    With each new memory Jenna built, the world was beginning to seem a little less alien. She tested herself constantly to make sure she was retaining information—the name of that street; the co-workers she had met; her next appointment with Dr. Gold—Saturday. The new memories could never replace those she had lost, but it was some consolation that they were staying within easy reach.


    One thing she had retained was the ability to find her way around town.


    With a couple of hours to kill before her return trip to BioNeutronics under the cover of darkness, after dropping off Simon, she gassed up the Nissan at the USA station next to the old Trader Joe’s on Victoria, then went into TJ’s and bought groceries for the next few days.


    She packed the bags into the trunk and left the car parked in front of Trader Joe’s, then walked across the wide parking lot to Batteries Plus. There, she purchased a cell phone battery and charger. She also picked up a hefty MagLite flashlight.


    Reaching to push open the door, Jenna noticed a familiar figure on the sidewalk outside. Her neighbor, Zach Smith, dressed a little more formally than his standard beach attire in a dark T-shirt and slacks. She paused inside the door wanting to avoid any conversation that might lead to a discussion of what she was doing in the battery store or where she was going that evening. He didn’t seem in any hurry to leave.


    Moments later, a black SUV pulled up next to him and the passenger, a woman in a navy blue suit, got out. She walked over to Zach and handed him something small enough that Jenna could not see what it was. They exchanged a few words, then the woman gave him a nod and got back in the vehicle. The SUV drove away.


    Jenna instinctively stepped back as Zach took a quick look around, then climbed into his pickup and drove away.


    She thought about it on her way back to the Nissan, puzzling over what she had just witnessed and whether or not it meant anything. But with no way to satisfy her curiosity she set it aside in favor of concentrating on her plan to get the flash drive back.


     


     


    There was nothing to do but return to the apartment and hunker down until darkness fell. She plugged the charger into the cell phone, then studied the emergency evacuation map over a bowl of ramen noodles. The third-floor ladies room was located at the southeast side of the building, which would put her out of the view of anyone driving by on the street.


    After a quick shower she dressed in a pair of Levi’s and a black long-sleeve tee shirt. Having discovered a navy blue watch cap in one of the drawers, she pulled it down over her blonde hair and hoped the dark clothing would cover an unobtrusive recon.


     


     


    The sun seemed to hover on the horizon for hours longer than normal, but by eight o’clock dusk was falling at last and Jenna headed out, nerves wound tight.


    Afternoon drive traffic had died down and the return journey to the Oxnard lab took a quick fifteen minutes. Driving around to the rear, she paused at the main doors to check out the guard station in the lobby. Unmanned. With any luck she would be in and out of the parking lot within five minutes. She pulled the Nissan into a dark area of the lot and scanned the upstairs windows floors until she located the ladies room.


    In and out. Go.


    The coffee cup had dropped straight down. Assuming she had judged correctly, it should be on the ground behind the foliage, easy enough to find for someone looking for it.


    Jenna crossed the parking lot hunched low and moving fast.


    Melting into the shadows at the edge of the building, she knelt in the dewy grass and switched on the MagLite. Sweeping it from side to side, she aimed the powerful flashlight at the intersection of cement wall and ground.


    Nocturnal creatures scuttled out of sight.


    No cup.


    Maybe the cup arced.


    Maybe you’re an idiot.


    Crab-walking across the grass several feet to her left, she paused every few steps to sweep the light across the base of the shrubbery. By the time she reached the end of the building empty-handed, her heart was pounding. When she had made her plans for retrieval it had never occurred to her that she might not find the Starbucks cup.


    She returned to her starting point and stepped up on the low retaining wall that surrounded the hedge. Holding the light at an oblique angle so that it raked the top of the foliage, she looked for the cup.


    Without warning, the bright flare of a second flashlight lit her up. A rough shout cut through the night. “Hey! What are you doing there?”


    Startled, Jenna jumped down onto the grass, scrambling for a believable cover story.


    The security guard lowered his flashlight. “I asked what you’re doing here,” he challenged her again. Broad, not flabby, his uniform buttons pulled taut against his chest. Grey hair buzz cut, military style. His right hand hovered over a gun holster. Not a rent-a-cop. Even in the darkness she could see the stony set of his mouth.


    “Please don’t shoot me.” She put her hands out where he could see them. “I uh—I lost something.


    “I—I work here—I—I think I dropped it out here at lunchtime.” The words came out choppy and disjointed.


    “Lost what?”


    “Um...” She cleared her throat, trying to sound contrite. “Uh, it was a—a credit card. I think it fell out of my pocket.”


    “Yeah?” He wasn’t buying it. He moved his hand away from the gun and extended his palm. “ID.”


    Jenna dug in her pocket with clumsy fingers. Thank god she had brought her employee badge. The guard shone his light on it, studying it as thoroughly as though he were cramming for an exam, then pointed it back at her face, forcing her to squint against the glare.


    She strained to see the name on the name pinned to his shirt—Nate Farley—and tried for friendly. “Nate, I work for the lab director, Dr. Lawrie—”


    Nate Farley jerked his chin at her the watch cap covering her head, interrupting her. “What’s up with the beanie?”


    She pulled off the cap and ruffled her short locks. “Oh, I didn’t have time to dry my hair.”


    He gave a loud snort of disbelief. “Riiiiight. You come here at night dressed like a cat burglar and I’m supposed to believe you’re looking for a credit card?”


    “Well, yeah. I didn’t mean to look like a cat burglar, and it’s not really night, it’s early evening.” She couldn’t seem to stop babbling. “Listen, Nate, do you know if anyone turned in a credit card?”


    “That’s Mr. Farley to you.”


    “Fine, Mr. Farley. So, about my credit card—”


    “I’ll be sure to make a note for the next shift,” he said with obvious sarcasm.


    That was the last thing she wanted. “Don’t bother, I’ll ask around when I get to work tomorrow.”


    “You sure you lost your credit card over here?”


    He was looking at her with open contempt, letting her know he knew she was lying. At this point she had no choice but to brazen it out.


    “I think it was around here because I was eating lunch on the wall. Look, I know it was stupid to come back tonight. Don’t tell anyone, okay?”


    He cast a last look at her badge and handed it back to her. “You oughta be more careful with your ‘credit cards,’ Ms. Marcott.”


    “I will. And I’m going now, so good night.” The words had scarcely left her mouth before she turned tail and sprinted to the Nissan. She didn’t glance back until she was behind the wheel with the door locked. Farley was marching toward the area where she had been searching for the cup, the beam of his flashlight a milky pool spilling across the grass.


    Jenna held her breath and sat there observing him for a minute or so as he hunted. When he gave up and let himself in the front doors she drove slowly past. She could see him at the security desk through the big plate glass windows. He appeared to be writing something.


    The back of her neck was damp with perspiration. If her nighttime visit was reported to Simon he would know that she had eaten lunch at her desk, not on the brick wall. He would want to know why she had lied.


    What were the chances that the maintenance crew had seen the cup and picked it up, tossed it into the trash?


    Glancing in the rear-view mirror, she gave a moment’s thought to where the trash dumpster might be located and the possibility of her searching it.


    You idiot. If that guard finds you dumpster diving, you’ll be totally screwed.


    I may already be totally screwed.


    She couldn’t decide which was worse—that someone might even now be accessing the files, or that the cup had been trashed, its contents lost to her.


    


    

  


  
    



    f i f t e e n


     


     


     


    By the time Jenna returned to the apartment, the cell phone battery was charged. The only positive thing that evening. She installed it in the phone and pressed the power button. The welcome tone played and an envelope icon appeared on the phone’s LCD display, indicating new voicemail.


    Punching buttons, she arrived at the voicemail access message and when prompted, entered *1Ariel*, the password from her computer at work. A recording informed her that she had entered an invalid password and suggested she try again. Knowing there were messages she was unable to access drove her a little nuts. Just one more thing outside her control. Right now, that pretty much represented this juncture of her life.


    She didn’t have the heart to call the service provider for a password reset tonight. They would ask for her social security number or her mother’s maiden name to verify her identity. She would be SOL.


    Scrolling to the text sent and received boxes, she found them empty. Simon had accused her of ignoring his voicemail and texts. Why would he lie about that?


    In the received calls list, five of them, all dated the previous week, had originated from the same number in the 310 area code. 310 was part of greater Los Angeles and included Marina del Rey. The name “Belle” was associated with the number.


    Another two calls were from the 760 area code, which was around San Diego.


    That made sense, given that one of her driver’s licenses had an address in Escondido, a San Diego suburb. No name or phone number was associated with either call.


    In addition to the two phone numbers in the received file, the contact list contained a scant three items: clinic, hairdresser, voicemail. Listings that held no meaning for Jenna Marcott. It seemed a sad indictment that her phonebook held no contact that might be a friend, except maybe Belle, whoever she might be.


    Something deep inside her stirred, shifted sideways.


    Belle. Ariel.


    Two characters from Disney kids’ movies: The Little Mermaid; Beauty and the Beast. That couldn’t be a coincidence, could it?


    What sort of reaction would she get from the person who answered if she called Belle’s contact number and said, “Hi, do you recognize my voice or my name? Can you tell me anything about myself?”


    She wasn’t yet ready to do that.


    Praying fervently that Simon wouldn’t show up shitfaced after his evening with his buddies, Jenna undressed at ten and got ready for bed. At eleven-thirty, he had not shown up and she climbed under the covers feeling as though she had been granted a reprieve. As hostile as they had both been when he’d left her car, she counted on him understanding that she had no intention of sharing her bed with him.


    She lay awake for hours that night agonizing over the lost Starbucks cup and its secret cargo.


    What information was so important, or perhaps, if what she had told Dr. Gold was true, so dangerous that she had buried the flash drive in the planter? Where was it now?


    In the end, unable to stop the thoughts chasing each other, she got up and poured herself a glass of the “two buck Chuck” pinot noir she had picked up at Trader Joe’s. Curled up in the big leather armchair, drinking wine and fretting, she waited for exhaustion to knock her out.


     


     


    Sleep brought an unwelcome rerun of the bad dreams of previous nights, but Friday morning started without incident. Jenna had half-expected Nate Farley, the security guard, to be waiting at BioNeutronics, pointing an accusing finger at her. It was almost an anticlimax when he was not. To cover herself, she asked at the reception desk whether anything had been turned in to the lost and found.


    “Not that anyone told me,” Keisha said. “What’d you lose?”


    Jenna repeated the story she had told the guard, Nate Farley, about the missing credit card.


    “Damn, girl, how’d you do that?”


    “Stupid, I guess.”


    Keisha gave a sympathetic shake of her head. “You’d better call and cancel that card. You know how it is. Somebody might’ve picked it up and kept it.”


     


     


    Simon had left a message that he would be out of the office until the afternoon. After the hostility in their parting Jenna was not looking forward to seeing him again. The tension of working with him, pretending to know about their relationship but not remembering any part of it, was already starting to wear on her. For now, though, she needed the income the job provided.


    She would have to make it work, at least until she had created a new life for herself. Until then, the unpredictable blackouts, the buzzing when stress became unbearable, not knowing anything about her past or what had happened to her memory made it impossible to think very far into the future and looking for a new job.


    She checked the company directory on her office computer for Kevin Nguyen, the person Simon had told her to contact, and learned that he was BioNeutronics’ chief of security. Clinging to the hope that her nocturnal visit had gone unreported, she punched up Nguyen’s extension on the desk phone and relayed Simon’s message that the Project 42 client was bringing in their own employees.


    Nguyen’s voice was that of an older man whose American accent still bore strong traces of his native Vietnam. When he made no mention her being caught on the grounds the prior evening, Jenna breathed a little easier.


    As Simon had predicted, Kevin Nguyen was cranky when she delivered his message.


    “The clients are sending their own people? They have to go through background check, just like everybody else, you know. Nobody starts work here unless they get clearance first. You know that. You had to get clearance. Everybody gets clearance. You tell Simon Lawrie these people have to complete the paperwork. I am gonna email it to you, you get it over to them, just make sure they return it to me so I can review and approve these people.”


    He stopped to take a breath and Jenna broke in before he could renew his rant. “They’re supposed to start on Monday, Kevin. Today is Friday. That doesn’t leave much time to get their information.”


    “They can’t start Monday. Too soon. They need clearance first.”


    “Simon said—”


    “Why does he wait to the last minute to tell me this? How can I do my job if he works against me?”


    “Maybe it was a last minute thing. I’m sure he didn’t mean to upset you.”


    Ignoring her efforts to soothe him, Nguyen made a sound that could only be construed as disgust. “Never mind, I’ll call him myself. I heard you were out sick.”


    “I had the flu.”


    “Now, don’t you let him work you too hard.” The security chief cackled as if he had said something hilarious. Jenna felt her cheeks warm. She figured he was referring to her sexual relationship with her boss. It was obvious Keisha knew about it, too. Who else at BioNeutronics?


    “What was up with the surprise search last night?” she asked, keen to change the subject.


    “A surprise search is supposed to be a surprise,” Nguyen retorted. “Random search, random times. If people know when they are going to happen, they would know when it’s safe.”


    “Safe to do what?”


    “How we gonna know, unless we do random check?” When he laughed again the sound grated on her. “They think they are being clever,” he said. “No worries, we gonna get them. Sooner than you think.”


    Something in his tone worried her; some secret knowledge, maybe. She said, “I saw someone get pulled out of line. Did you...catch anyone in the act?”


    “You know better than ask me that.”


    “Well, I just thought...as Simon’s assistant...”


    “Hah! Random search. Like the airport. What we are looking for and what we find is our business. Security department business. Not your business.”


    She rang off from the call, unsatisfied. Her gut told her that Kevin Nguyen knew something.


    You’re being paranoid.


    Oh yeah, it’s just a coincidence that they do a search on my first day back at work when I wanted to smuggle contraband.


    Sometimes a cigar is just a cigar.


     


     


    After lunch, Simon phoned. His tone was cool and it didn’t take a psychic to sense him nursing his resentment. He was down in the lab and asked Jenna to bring the security clearance paperwork for the new consultants.


    She took the elevator down to the basement and used her card key to open a door marked Laboratory. A young female technician hunched over a microscope glanced up as she entered. “Hi Jen. Wow, Keisha was right, that haircut is awesome on you. Where’d you get it done?”


    Jenna returned the smile and came up with the first lie that popped into her head. “A friend in Solana Beach did it for me.”


    “She did an awesome job. Hey, if you’re looking for Dr. Lawrie, they’re in the library.”


    Following the jerk of the tech’s head, at the far end of the lab Jenna came to a door that led onto a corridor lined on both sides with more doors.


    Each was marked Lab 1, Data Center, Lab 2, Microscopy, Lab 3, Machinery, and so on. Long horizontal windows allowed someone in the corridor to see technicians at work benches inside the rooms.


    The library was a sizable, attractive room trimmed in ash veneer and lined on each side with bookcases that contained numerous scientific magazines. There were relatively few books, which seemed odd until it occurred to Jenna that due to the speed with which scientific advances were made, many books would be obsolete before they hit the shelves, while periodicals could be rapidly updated.


    Through the glass wall of a reading room at the back, she could see Simon seated at a round table with Dr. Raisa Polzin, the woman she had encountered in the ladies room the previous evening, and a distinguished-looking bald man in a tailored sport coat, his white dress shirt open at the neck. He wore wire-rimmed eyeglasses and sported a greying goatee.


    “Oh, there you are,” said Simon, rising when Jenna arrived at the open door. He beckoned her into the room and turned to the other man. “Dr. Kapur, I don’t believe you’ve met my assistant. This is Jenna.”


    Dr. Kapur rose and acknowledged her with a slight bow. “A pleasure indeed. We have spoken on the telephone so many times.”


    “It’s good to meet you,” Jenna said, as if she knew what they had spoken about. She turned with a small start of surprise to the other woman seated at the table. A woman she recognized from the photos in Simon’s office. Yesterday, Simon had expressed fear that his wife had caused Jenna bodily harm.


    What is she doing here?


    “Hi there, Jenna,” Christine Palmer said. Her mouth smiled, but her eyes glittered with animosity. Jenna gave her a nod and an uncertain smile.


    What do I call her? Mrs. Lawrie? Ms. Palmer? Christine?


    Simon answered the unspoken question. “Christine brought Dr. Kapur out from DC with her to tour the lab before his people take over next week. You have the paperwork ready, Jen?”


    He looked perfectly at ease, bringing his wife and his lover together in the same room, which made Jenna dislike him. How had she dealt with such meetings before her amnesia? She could not imagine ever feeling comfortable about it.


    Setting the file folder containing the security clearance applications on the table in front of Dr. Kapur, she said, “Welcome to BioNeutronics, Doctor. If you would complete and return these to me today, I’ll take them to our security chief so they can be processed right away.”


    Dr. Kapur thanked her and murmured that he would handle it. His speculative gaze flicked from Simon to her, lingering for a moment that stretched, but his interest barely registered. For Jenna, Christine Palmer had sucked all of the air from the room and it was all she could manage to keep her breathing steady. She was afraid her cheeks were flushed bright red with embarrassment.


    You should feel guilty. Homewrecker.


    I’m not a homewrecker. The marriage was already over.


    Whatever gets you through the day.


    Raisa Polzin remained silent in the background while the men began to discuss the security forms. Was it because she didn’t like having Dr. Kapur’s employees foisted upon her that she looked as sour as if she’d been sucking on a lemon?


    Or maybe she had been in charge of Project 42 and it was being removed from her control.


    “Dr. Kapur’s people will be working in the new lab,” Simon said to Jenna. “I’ll let Kevin Nguyen know about the additional clearance level they’ll need.” He turned back to the scientist. “Card key entry will be limited to those personnel and me. Information strictly on a need to know basis until the clinical trials are complete. The reader will be installed on the door before Monday.” Glancing over at Jenna, he seemed surprised to see her still there. “Er, thanks, Jen, that’s it for now.”


    And with that, she was dismissed, which ticked her off because she had hoped to learn more about Project 42 and the high level of security surrounding it.


    She left the reading room and had started back across the library when Christine Palmer’s voice called her name. “Oh, Jenna, could I have a moment?”


    Palmer hurried over and slipped an arm through hers, so that from a distance it looked as though they were friends. No one could see the way she gouged her fingernails into the flesh of Jenna’s arm. Or the way she dug in mercilessly when Jenna tried to pull away.


    Palmer moved in closer, as if she were about to share a secret. “We know what you’re up to, you little scammer,” she hissed so that no one but Jenna could hear. “Just don’t think you’re going to get away with it.”


     


    


    

  


  
    



    s i x t e e n


     


     


     


    Simon did not appear for the rest of the day and the afternoon was dominated by memories of Christine Palmer’s implied threat. Was it possible that she knew about the files she had downloaded onto the flash drive? Had someone found it and turned it in? If that were so, Palmer must already have been confronted with the evidence. Or had the senator been referring to her affair with Simon? And who was the “we” she had referred to?


     


     


    There was no security check that afternoon. If she had left the damn flash drive buried in her office overnight, Jenna could have walked it straight through the exit.


    Dumbass.


    Yep.


     


     


    After a dinner comprised of a salad and a carton of yogurt, Jenna checked for new email. Along with the usual glut of spam, there was one from Zach, inviting her to a party on Saturday. Mingling in a group of people unknown to her was out of the question. She was not up to attempting to bluff more than one person at a time.


    Did she have no other friends? What about Belle, the one name in her phone’s contact list? She considered calling the number, but decided against it, for fear that Belle was just a service provider or something equally impersonal.


    For a few minutes, Jenna gave in to her own personal little pity party. Here she was, twenty-seven years old, it was Friday night, and she was home alone with her computer and one good email. She could at least have had a cat. But that would be no good if she kept forgetting who she was and where she lived. The poor creature would never know when he would next be fed.


    As she emailed Zach back, letting him know she would be out of town on Saturday—Dr. Gold’s office in Venice was sort of out of town—but thanks for thinking of her, it occurred to her that the entire day had passed without a headache or a blackout, or any buzzing. That felt like some kind of progress.


    Before powering down the computer, Jenna decided to Google Christine Palmer and discovered that the man with whom she had been having an affair was married to a United States Senator.


    Holy shit.


    Scouring the web for information, Jenna learned that Palmer was a hardcore political animal whose presidential aspirations were well documented in articles that were rife with speculation about her ambitions. More than one reporter noted that not since Sarah Palin’s resignation as governor of Alaska in 2009 had there been so much conjecture about a possible bid for the presidency.


    Jenna sat back and thought about it. What if Christine Palmer had just learned of her husband’s affair? What steps might she take to keep it away from the likes of CNN, or the Huffington Post, or FOX News? Simon was right. If the media got a whiff of scandal they would be on it like ravening dogs. How far would Palmer go to keep something like this quiet? Not far enough to cause her husband’s paramour physical harm—or worse. Would she?


    Simon had thought she would go that far.


    That afternoon in the library, the other woman had been palpably threatening. The faint crescent marks of her nails biting into Jenna’s flesh were visible proof. She would have drawn blood if she had thought she could get away with it.


    But if Palmer had indeed engineered some kind of attack last weekend, how had Jenna survived it? And how had she ended up on a train to Ventura with no memory?


    Then there was the question of the car accident. Simon had not been the driver of the car in her hypnotic trance. Those dark, demented eyes that haunted her were not his baby blues.


    She typed Simon’s name into the Google search engine, eager to read what Wikipedia had to say about him.


    There were far less entries for Simon Willard Lawrie, Ph.D than his wife, but under “Early life” Jenna learned that Simon was eighteen years her senior, born and raised in a small Texas town, the only child of Willard Lawrie, Jr., a hardware store owner, and Janice Sweet Lawrie, a homemaker. Simon won a full scholarship to UCLA, where he studied biochemistry and met Christine Morelli Palmer, a Poli Sci major.


    After graduation, he had earned his chops at a major pharmaceuticals company in Buffalo, then Christine gave birth to two sons and got herself elected to the city council. The family moved back to California in the early 1990s and, partnering with a group of well-funded businessmen, Simon founded BioNeutronics Laboratories, which subsequently flourished. The article mentioned his pride in maintaining a private laboratory that was independent of government funding and therefore, government interference.


    Independent of his wife’s influential contacts?


    The other articles detailed Bioneutronics’ various research projects and accomplishments. No mention was made of Project 42, but given the level of secrecy Simon had impressed upon her, she had not expected to find any.


    Jenna switched off the computer, snippets and remnants of scenes and conversations over the past three days spiraling through her brain as if trying to find the right place to dock. There must be some way to make sense of what she had come to learn about herself.


    Bent on writing it all down, she went looking for a pen and paper. She might not be the super-organized Jenna that she had been B.A.—Before Amnesia—but she was organized enough to know that making a list could be a good start.


     


     


    The meticulously arranged junk drawer yielded a pen and lined steno pad. Propping herself against a pile of pillows on the bed with the pad against her knees, Jenna began to summarize her life as she had come to know it:


    Fact: Unconscious—how long? More than a day?


    Fact: Train from Solana Beach to Ventura


    Fact: Three addresses: Marina del Rey, Ventura, Escondido


    Fact: Blackouts, headaches, buzzing in head


    Fact: Asked Dr. Gold about betrayal


    Fact: Told Dr. Gold someone is going to kill me


    Question: Hypnosis. Car accident?


    Fact: Employed at BioNeutronics Laboratories


    Fact: Affair with boss


    Question: How long?


    Fact: Boss’ wife a senator


    Fact: Buried flash drive–Project 42 info?


    Question: Why was Project 42 erased?


    Fact: 3 days after amnesia, no additional memory loss


    Question: Crying—


    Not going there.


    She had started to write “crying child,” but a wave of nausea left her queasy and clammy all over. So much for making progress. She scribbled over the letters until they were obliterated, as if that could erase the child’s face from her consciousness.


    When she reviewed the list, it said a lot and it said nothing.


    Her handwriting was small, the printed letters squashed close together. Jenna wondered what the handwriting analyst would make of it.


    Probably think I’m a psycho.


    She’d probably be right.


    The day had left her utterly depleted. Her eyelids were drooping, her breathing slowed. Already half-asleep, she turned onto her side, forgetting the pen and steno pad. They clattered to the tile floor.


    Clumsy as well as psycho.


    Leave me the hell alone.


    Leaning over the side to pick up the notebook, she found that the pen had rolled under the bed. She knelt on the cool tile floor and reached under the bed skirt for the pen.


    Her fingertips came in contact with something else.


    


    

  


  
    



    s e v e n t e e n


     


     


     


    A cell phone.


    My phone is in my purse on the dining table.


    Then whose phone is this, and why is it under my bed?


    This was a newer model than the plain old flip phone she had found in her backpack. A much fancier “there’s an app for that” kind of phone.


    It didn’t take a genius to figure out how to turn it on. The LCD display lit up and she slid an experimental fingertip across the icons, accessing the various menus. A string of text messages from Simon Lawrie clogged the Inbox. So he had not lied about trying to reach her after all.


    What the hell is going on?


    Two names. Two driver’s licenses. Two phones.


    Simon had sent twenty-three texts over a span of three days, the first received last Friday at seven p.m. The final one had arrived on Monday at eleven-forty-eight p.m, the tone increasing in urgency as the days passed. They started with a terse request for Jenna to call him; went on to order her to call; finally begged her to call. The last one implied more than a hint of desperation: G-d it, J, WTF are you??? Can’t stand this!


    Was this phone for Simon’s calls alone?


    According to the voice mail indicator there were messages waiting, but without the password, access was beyond her reach. In the contacts folder the first name on the list caught her by surprise: Ariel. The Little Mermaid again.


    She tapped on the name and lifted the phone to her ear.


    A few seconds after the first ring, muffled music from the Beauty and the Beast soundtrack sounded in the living room. Jenna barreled into the living room, reaching the dining room table just as the voicemail announcement began in her ear: “It’s Jessica, leave a message.”


    Jessica.


    Her voice. It sounded flat, half-dead, as if it were an insurmountable task to rally the strength to say the five words. She grappled the purse open and read with no surprise the name on the phone’s LCD screen: Belle.


    Clicking off before the beep, she set the phone she had found under the bed on the dining table and navigated to the contacts folder of the other phone. She selected the name “Belle” and pressed send.


    The second phone began to play a ring tone from Part of Your World, a song from the Little Mermaid soundtrack. After the fourth ring, the announcement began and her own cheerful voice said, “It’s Jenna, leave a message.”


     


     


    ***


     


     


    “I want to make sure she feels safe,” Zebediah Gold said into his cordless phone. “She’s in a very vulnerable place. We have to take it easy, give her time to deal with what’s happened to her.”


    On the other end of the line, Claudia Rose, the handwriting analyst, readily concurred. “Understood. So, how do you want to play it?”


    “It might be best if you were to meet her first, then have Joel join us once she’s comfortable with you.


    That would be less threatening than having to face two new people together, knowing they’ve got you under the microscope.”


    “You’re the shrink, dear doc. I’m just the humble handwriting analyst, grovelling at the feet of the master.”


    Gold gave a low huff of laughter. “Oh, darling, if that were but true.”


    “I’m prostrating myself as we speak,” Claudia cracked, then got serious. “Do you think there’s any possibility of Dissociative Identity Disorder?”


    “It’s too soon to make that kind of diagnosis. Right now, I’m more concerned with helping her be able to verbalize what she’s experiencing.”


    “Am I correct in assuming you want me to collect a new handwriting sample for analysis?”


    “But of course, my sweet. When have your insights not helped in a case we’ve worked together? Anyway, you’ve met her before. I’d like to get your impressions of her now.”


    “It’s an interesting case.”


    “It is that. The amnesia appears to be complete for her personal past. But her cognitive functioning seems unimpaired. Which leads me to think the amnesia is the result of a trauma, rather than some sort of organic brain disease. She refused medical testing, so at this point that’s guesswork from my own observations.”


    “You mentioned a hypnosis session?”


    “Yes. It was obvious she experienced something under hypnosis that she refused to talk about. Whatever it was shook her in a profound way.” He checked the wall clock. “I need to go, she should be here any minute.”


    “Okay, I’m on my way. I’ll ask Joel to give us a fifteen minute head start.”


    Gold rang off and set the phone back in its base, then began to prepare for his appointment with Jenna. Or Jessica. He wondered which one would show up. Claudia’s question about Dissociative Identity Disorder or multiple personality as a possibility was an intriguing one that could not be adequately answered in just one or two sessions.


     


     


    ***


     


     


    Jenna settled into the chair she had taken before. “Was that statue there last time?” she asked, noticing a small bronze figurine on the table. “I don’t remember it.”


    “I think you were a little preoccupied,” Dr. Gold said, taking his chair opposite her and laying his hands in his lap. “That’s Green Tara.”


    “Green Tara?”


    “In the Buddhist tradition she’s the Goddess of Compassion. You see how she’s sitting in the half-lotus position with her right leg extended? That’s because she’s poised to get up quickly to help those who need it.”


    “I like that.”


    “The legend says that Green Tara was born of the tears of Avalokiteshvara, the bodhisattva of compassion,” he explained.


    “The bodhiswhat?”


    Dr. Gold smiled. “Bodhisattva. A bodhisattva is a person who has achieved a state of enlightenment and is worthy of becoming a Buddha, but who postpones his own nirvana to help others. So, as the story goes, this particular bodhisattva looked upon the suffering of the world and wept so much over it that his tears formed a lake.


    “In the lake a lotus sprang up and when it opened, there was Tara. Actually, there were two Taras. White Tara came from the tears of Avalokiteshvara’s left eye and Green Tara from the right eye.” He paused for breath while Jenna waited, fascinated for him to continue the story. “It’s said that Green Tara, this one here on my table, works day and night, endlessly, to relieve our suffering. She is the fierce Mother Earth who saves us from danger.”


    “What does White Tara do?” asked Jenna, intrigued by the story.


    “She gently protects and brings long life and peace.”


    His voice was melodic and deep, easy to listen to. Jenna thought she wouldn’t mind listening to it all day. “I could use some protection,” she mused aloud. “I think I’ll look for a Green Tara for my apartment. Maybe after I leave here. There’s that New Age store on Abbott Kinney that I passed last time...” she let her voice trail off. “Last time” she had blacked out on her way home after their hypnotherapy session.


    It all came rushing back again: the cold terror of returning to consciousness halfway into the backseat at the traffic light. Had Dr. Gold seen her shudder? She thought there was not much those amber-flecked eyes missed.


    “Have any memories returned since you were here?” he asked.


    “Not exactly,” she said, wanting to tell him but hesitating. “When you hypnotized me I saw—I think I was in a car wreck.”


    He gave an encouraging nod. “The scar on your head could have resulted from a car accident.”


    “Do you think Ms. Rose’s detective friend can find out whether it’s true? I mean, that I was in an accident?”


    “We’ll ask him. They’ll be joining us shortly.” Dr. Gold allowed several seconds of silence before he spoke again. “Are you ready to talk about what else you saw while you were in the trance state?”


    “No! I mean, do I have to?”


    “Only if you’re ready, Jenna, but you might find talking about it makes it less threatening.”


    “How sure are you about that?”


    “That’s the way it normally works.” He sat relaxed in his chair, hands loose in his lap, not pushing or prodding, letting her decide for herself. Maybe he was right, but still she held back, undecided about what she was willing to share with him.


    What if he were wrong? What if telling him made things worse?


    What could be worse?


    The hypnosis made it worse.


    Did it?


    She was aware of Dr. Gold awaiting a response.


    Unexpected tears prickled the back of her eyelids. Jenna pressed her hands to her face, struggling to contain the eddy of emotions welling up. Without putting her trust in him, there was no way she would be able to progress.


    Can I trust him?


    Yes.


    The instant she reached that conclusion, the words rushed out like air from a popped balloon.


    “I was in a car and it hit a truck—one of those big grocery haulers. We were at the top of a steep grade. It was pouring rain like a waterfall. We hit the truck and went over the embankment—we were flying, then we started rolling and my head hit the windshield, then the roof....” Jenna broke off. The buzzing was blocking out Dr. Gold’s quiet voice and she had to concentrate to hear him.


    “Were you wearing a seat belt?” he asked.


    “I was, but I had to unbuckle it to—” She broke off again. Trust had its limits. She could not talk about the child.


    “Who was driving the car, Jenna?”


    Bzzzzzzz


    Stop, dammit!


    “A man was driving. He kept staring at me like he hated me—” she broke off, seeing those malevolent eyes from her trance, wishing her dead.


    “Did you know him?” Dr. Gold asked gently.


    “I think—so—I think—I think I did. Yes. I knew—”


    “Did he say anything?”


    Bzzzzzzz


    “Um...yes, he said...” The words were right there, the words she had heard over and over in her nightmares. She tried to slow her breathing. “He said—he said, ‘I’ll take you with me.’”


    There was a long pause, then Dr. Gold asked, “What do you think he meant by that?”


    “He was going to kill us all.” She had spoken without thinking and Dr. Gold left her statement floating in the air. The silence grew and expanded until it filled the room.


    His voice when he spoke at last was deceptively soft. “Who else was in the car with you, Jenna?”


    “What?”


    “You said he was ‘going to kill us all.’”


    “I meant both. He was going to kill us both. Him and me. Just him and me.”


    His eyes probed her deepest secrets—penetrating all the way through to the ones she herself had forgotten. Or wanted to forget. “I think you meant ‘all.’ Can you tell me who else was in the car with you and the man?”


    Jenna shook her head fiercely. “No one. I made a mistake. No one else was there.”


    She pressed her fingertips against the scar behind her ear as though it were a volume control button that could reduce the horrid buzzing. And then she told the big ironic lie. “I don’t remember.”


    “It sounds like someone else was with you and the man in the car, Jenna.”


    “What about the handwriting analyst?” Her voice sounded too loud. She dialled down the volume. “She’s still coming, isn’t she?”


    “She’ll be here shortly.” Dr. Gold sat forward, relentless. “Jenna, can you tell me who else was in the car with you and the driver?”


    “Someone’s coming.” She rocked back and forth, her arms crossed protectively over her stomach. “Someone’s at the door.” Before she had finished speaking, there was a light knock.


    Thank you, God. Thank you, thank you.


     


     


    Clad in jeans and Tee-shirt, a mane of auburn hair tumbling over the shoulders of her off-white linen jacket, Claudia Rose looked not at all intimidating. Jade-colored eyes sparked with curiosity and good humor. “Please, don’t get up,” she said as Jenna started to rise.


    Claudia made her way around the coffee table and took a place on the couch, reaching out to offer her hand. “We met in San Diego.” She said it in a matter-of-fact way, without looking at Jenna as though she were a freak because she could not remember their meeting.


    Jenna liked her for that. She said, “I’m sorry, I don’t remember any of it—the convention, meeting you. I guess Dr. Gold told you my story.” She glanced over at the psychologist, who sat in his chair, taking in their exchange.


    “He’s shared the basics,” Claudia said. “It must be—well, I can’t even begin to know how it must be. It’s beyond unimaginable.”


    “I’ve learned some things about my life over the past few days that have left me with a lot of questions about who I am. I hope your friend has some news for me.”


    “He’ll be joining us in a few minutes. In the meantime, I was wondering, Jenna, would you be willing to write a new handwriting sample for me?”


    “What for?” Jenna heard the defensiveness in her voice.


    “It’s just to give us a baseline to compare the sample you wrote for me in San Diego, and see whether anything has changed,” Claudia said with a reassuring smile.


    “Like what?”


    “If there’s something physiological to be concerned about, it might show up, like if you’d had a blow to the head, which seems to be the case. Plus, you’ve experienced emotional stress, which could cause some changes, too.”


    “So, if you a head injury could make your handwriting change?”


    “It could, yes.”


    “But what if you had an injury and it didn’t affect you physically?”


    “Even then it might show up,” Claudia said. “Some types of concussion, for example, or a certain type of closed head injury can cause behavioral changes and memory problems, even when you can’t see anything wrong on the outside.”


    Jenna felt curiosity overtaking her reluctance. “If you think it might help, I’ll do it. What do I have to write?”


    Claudia opened the briefcase she’d brought with her and reached inside for a clipboard with several sheets of blank paper already attached.


    “Do you have a special pen you like to use?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “That’s fine; you can use this one.” She handed Jenna a Uniball. “Are you right- or left-handed?”


    Jenna had to think about it. “Um, I think I’m left-handed. Does it make a difference?”


    “Handedness is just one of the things your handwriting doesn’t tell about you. That, and age and gender.”


    “What do you want me to write?”


    “It doesn’t matter what you write, but it should be essay style. Don’t make it a lyric or a poem because that changes your natural patterns and can make the handwriting artificial. You can write as much as you like, more is better, but at least five or six lines. When you’re finished, sign your name.”


    “What if I print?”


    “Printing is writing, too.”


    Jenna noticed Claudia signal to Dr. Gold with an eyebrow lift. He rose from his chair. “We’ll give you a few minutes on your own, so you can concentrate without having us looking over your shoulder. We’ll be right outside in the garden if you need anything.”


    


    

  


  
    



    e i g h t e e n


     


     


     


    The door closed behind them and Jenna looked down at the clipboard in her lap, intimidated by the blank paper waiting to be filled. All that white space seemed like an ocean and she had a mere bucketful of words.


    Her thoughts were jumping around like a monkey on a jungle vine:


    What if they want to use my handwriting to prove I’m crazy?


    Why would they do that?


    What will the detective say about the two driver’s licenses?


    Maybe he’ll take you to jail.


    That’s stupid, I haven’t done anything wrong.


    How do you know?


    After several deep breaths to wrestle the monkey into submission, she managed to write a few bland lines about the drive from Ventura to Venice. Rereading what she had written, curiosity stirred again. What would her handwriting reveal about her?


    She was signing her name, which still felt awkward, when the office door opened and Dr. Gold entered with Claudia and another man whom she assumed must be Claudia’s detective friend.


    Jenna guessed he was around forty, and more than a head taller than Claudia, who was herself about five-seven. His salt and pepper hair was trimmed close to his skull, but it had a slight curl and looked as if it might get unruly if he allowed it to grow much longer.


    He was tanned and fit in a golf shirt and cargo pants, and she fancied the detective spent time working out at the gym.


    For a moment she let her imagination run wild. An involuntary mental image of him sweating in shorts and nothing else sent a hot flush to her face that made her glance away. It struck her as interesting that she could experience this quiver of arousal for the detective when she felt nothing at all for Simon, who was her lover.


    The detective introduced himself as Joel Jovanic and shook her hand with a firm grip. “I work for the Los Angeles Police Department,” he explained as they all sat down. “But I’m here off the book as a favor to Claudia.”


    Would he have a weapon concealed on his body the way off-duty detectives did in the movies? There was a toughness about him that made her think he was not someone to cross. But his voice was calm and dispassionate and gave Jenna confidence in his ability to help her.


    “I’m so grateful to you for doing this,” she told him shyly. “I guess it means you’re working on your day off. Thank you, detective.”


    He gave her a brief nod. “I’ve already spoken with someone I know in Missing Persons. He checked the state and regional Missing Adult databases with the information on your two driver’s licenses that Dr. Gold photocopied. There was nothing filed on a missing person for either Jenna Marcott or Jessica Mack.”


    “When I went to work on Wednesday, my—er, boss told me he’d been trying to reach me since last Friday. That’s a whole week ago now.”


    “I understand, but so far, there hasn’t been a report filed.”


    “If no one’s reported me missing, maybe it means I don’t have any family. Or they don’t care that I’m missing.” Until this second she had not given any thought to family.


    If she allowed herself to admit it, she had pushed the subject aside, along with so many other things. But now, the idea that apparently nobody had noticed whether she was dead or alive was devastating.


    Detective Jovanic shook his head. “That’s not necessarily the case. Could be you’ve just not been in contact with your people for a few days. You were on a train, so maybe your family thought you were still away. It’s not all that long for someone to be out of touch.” He paused. “I understand you’re staying in Ventura. What about the other addresses, the ones on the licenses in Marina del Rey and Escondido—have you checked them out?”


    “No, I haven’t.”


    “The first thing I’ll suggest you do is visit those addresses and see if anything hits you. Knock on doors, talk to the neighbors, see if they know you.”


    “If they do know me, they’ll think I’m crazy.”


    When he eased up on the serious expression, the detective had a nice smile that creased the corners of his eyes. “I have every confidence that you’ll find a way to do it without them thinking you’re crazy. And chances are, the mystery will be solved right there.”


    “And if it’s not?”


    “If it’s not, I’ll meet you at the division where I work and take your fingerprints. It’s possible that running them through the system might produce something.”


    “I have a security clearance at work,” Jenna said. “Doesn’t that mean I would have been fingerprinted before?”


    “Probably, but unless you’ve been arrested for engaging in some type of criminal activity, you wouldn’t be in our databases. For that reason, let’s hope you’re not.”


    The detective sat at the edge of the couch, elbows on his knees, leaning toward her. “Jenna, is there anything you can add to the information on the driver’s licenses that might help me when I search?”


    She told him about the possibility that she had been injured in a car accident. “Would an accident show up in your database?”


    “It would if criminal charges were filed. I’ll check it out.”


    “And if charges were filed—when will you know?”


    “I’ll call you Monday afternoon and let you know either way.”


    He asked for her cell phone number, which prompted her to tell him about the second cell phone she had found under the bed. She fished both phones from her purse. “I hope I’m not a drug dealer or something like that. Who else would need two ID’s and two cell phones?”


    “There are many possible reasons for that.” Detective Jovanic slid his finger across the screen of the newer phone like she had, checking the contact list. “If you were dealing drugs, there would be a lot of names in the address book, which neither of these phones has. You might want to call the carrier and find out how long the accounts have been active.” He handed her his business card. “If anything else comes up or you remember anything over the weekend, give me a call.”


    “And if you need someone to talk to, whether anything new comes up or not, call me anytime,” added Claudia, who had been sitting in the background listening to the exchange. She got out her card, too, and gave it to Jenna, who was feeling a little overwhelmed by the knowledge that she now had an entire team on her side.


     


     


    ***


     


     


    After Jenna left, Claudia picked up the handwriting sample. Jovanic looked at it over her shoulder without comment.


    “So, what can you tell me?” Zebediah Gold asked.


    Claudia gave him a light punch on the arm. “Give me time. You know I don’t like doing quickies.”


    Gold faked indignation. “Did you see that, detective? She assaulted me.”


    “If you want to press charges, doc, I’ll have to cuff her.”


    “She’d enjoy that, wouldn’t she?”


    Jovanic threw her a sly glance. “She might at that.”


    “Hey, guys,” Claudia interjected. “I’m standing right here, remember? Do you want to know what I think of Jenna-Jessica’s handwriting or not?”


    “Yes, darling, I certainly do,” Zebediah said without the least contrition. They had been friends for so long, he knew what he could get away with. “What does my client’s handwriting tell you?”


    Claudia got serious. “Of course, I want some time to look at it properly, but here’s my first impression: The writing shows tremendous stress, which isn’t surprising under the circumstances, but it’s far more basic than that. This is a strongly introverted personality with a compromised ego. At her center, she’s extremely insecure and uncertain. She’s pretty fragile.”


    She gave them both a look of concern. “I’d say she’s experienced emotional pain so deep that she can’t begin to face it.


    She cuts it off, pushes it away and pretends that it doesn’t exist. Maybe that’s the reason for the amnesia—the truth of her world is too much for her to face.”


    “She’s in complete denial,” Zebediah said. He sketched out for them how Jenna had first indicated that more than two people had been in the car in her hypnotic state and had later refused to admit it.


    “So, there was someone she can’t bear to think about,” Claudia suggested. “Someone who—what?”


    “Unknown. It might take a long time for her to come to terms with whatever happened to her. I don’t want to push her too far, too fast.”


    Jovanic looked unconvinced. “That doesn’t explain the two identities, the two cell phones.”


    “It might,” Claudia said. “It looks like she’s been living two separate lives without even being aware of it.” She pointed a French tipped fingernail at a tiny dent in the ink line at the top of a letter “l,” and at a similar dent on a “b.”


    “See these dents? Those are a physiological artifact. They indicate a possible blow to the head that could be causing cognitive problems related to the amnesia.”


    Zebediah said, “She has a small scar on her head. We don’t know for sure what caused it, but we’re assuming it was a result of the auto accident she saw under hypnosis. So, darling, how does this handwriting compare to the sample you saw before, when you met her in San Diego? Any differences?”


    She cocked a brow at him. “You’re kidding, right? That was months ago and hers was one of about six hundred samples.


    The good news is, my client from the convention is going to ship them to me. I’ll let you know on Monday when I get them.”


    “Darling, I’m in your debt.”


    “You are for sure,” said Claudia. “But to answer your question without being a smartass, from what I remember, this handwriting is very different from the earlier one.”


    


    

  


  
    



    n i n e t e e n


     


     


     


    Jenna tapped the address from the Marina del Rey driver’s license into the Nissan’s GPS. The instrument calculated the distance at precisely one mile. Following the voice instructions, she drove to an apartment building on Washington Boulevard, one block east of the ocean, a large three story pink brick structure with beige trim and an external staircase.


    No apartment number was listed on the driver’s license. She did a quick check of the names on the cluster of fifty mailboxes lining the foyer wall inside the front door, but no Jenna Marcott was listed among the names printed on the boxes. Rentals in the beach town went fast. Her unit had doubtless been rented out even before she’d moved to Ventura.


    A brief spell of hanging out in the foyer produced nothing more than a generic nod from a few residents passing through. Nobody spoke to her with any recognition. She toyed with the idea of knocking on doors, but the thought of approaching a bunch of strangers and asking if they knew her made her feel sick. She left the building almost at a run. And knew nothing more than when she had arrived.


    On the way back to the Nissan, Jenna stopped at the Cow’s End for a bite of lunch. Everyone at the little neighborhood café seemed to be acquainted with each other, and as she put in her order at the counter for chicken salad and a white mocha latte, Jenna felt a rush of melancholy.


    Sitting at her solitary table waiting for her food, trying to look as though she didn’t mind being alone, she took out the Jessica Mack driver’s license and studied the address. Escondido was a little over a hundred miles south of her current location. The voice started in on her.


    You’re halfway there.


    It’s a ninety minute drive from here.


    It’s three hours from Ventura.


    The voice won.


     


     


    She found a Norah Jones CD in the glove box and slipped it into the player, ?surprising herself by singing along to Come Away With Me in a sweet, husky voice. For the first fifty miles the music took her mind off whether the drive to Escondido would be a wild goose chase, but when the CD ended she was she still had thirty miles to go and could no longer avoid the latest spate of questions:


    Why change my identity? Who is Jessica Mack? Why move from Escondido to Marina del Rey? Why go further north to Ventura? Why? Why? Why?


    She had forgotten to tell Detective Jovanic about the threat Christine Palmer had made. She dug his card out of her pocket and, keeping her eyes on the road, started to punch in his number. But before the call connected, she clicked off. She had already intruded on his weekend more than enough.


    It was close to four o’clock when she exited the freeway at Vista Way in Escondido. The address led to the Casa Blanca Apartments, a series of modern two story buildings that took up two blocks in a quiet neighborhood.


    With a nod of approval she walked up a flower-bordered pathway to the open front doors of the complex.


    After the letdown at the Marina del Rey apartments she scanned the names on the bank of mailboxes, expecting to come up short. Seeing the name “J. Mack” written on C207 was a jolt.


    Jessica Mack still lived here.


    Jenna’s fingers traced the name on the mailbox as if that might somehow explain her connection to Jessica, but it was just letters on a slip of paper. She debated whether to turn around and walk right back to her car.


    You want to know, don’t you?


    I’m not so sure.


    The second set of keys had been in her purse ever since the creepy dude from the train returned her backpack. It stood to reason that with this being the address on the Jessica Mack driver’s license, Jessica’s keys would admit her to the apartment.


    Yeah, but reason is in pretty short supply these days.


    The metal teeth bit into her palm. She had taken them from her purse without realizing it. The discomfort was an anchor to the material world, which felt very different from the surreal one in which she had been living.


    Relaxing her grip, she inserted the small silver key into the slot on the mailbox and opened the metal door. Stuffed inside the box was a week’s worth of circulars, a gas bill postmarked last Monday, and an envelope that bore the return address of the San Diego Police Department. That one made her heart race. She tossed the junk mail into a trash can next to the mailboxes slipped the gas bill and the SDPD envelope in her purse.


    The glass doors at the rear of the foyer were a metaphor for her life. On this side, though she knew precious little else, at least she knew she was Jenna Marcott. On the other side was Jessica Mack and the greater unknown.


    Through the glass she could see across a hotel-sized swimming pool and a clubhouse bordered by palm trees, to a building with a large letter “C” attached. With a quiver in her stomach, Jenna pushed open the door to Jessica’s world.


     


     


    Exiting the stairwell at the second floor of building C, she took a moment to check the number on the first door—201—before starting down the long balcony. Her heart thudded and with each number that took her closer to 207 her steps slowed.


    At 206, the door opened and a woman around her own age stepped out, pushing a jogging stroller. Firm-bodied, sun-streaked blonde ponytail, deep tan. She was the iconic California Girl dressed in a bright pink halter top and black spandex bicycle shorts.


    “Hey, Jessica! You’re back!” Big sparkling teeth showed extra white against skin the sun was tanning to leather. “You okay, hon?”


    What’s her name? She knows me, I must know her name.


    Faking a return smile, Jenna kept her eyes high and averted from the baby in the stroller. “I’m fine, thanks.”


    “Well, after you lit out of here like a bat out of hell? Then I didn’t see you again and now it’s a week later—hello?”


    “I had a—an emergency.”


    “No duh! I mean, come on, Jess. You may not be the most outgoing gal in the complex, but it’s not like you to totally ignore me when I say something? What happened?”


    “I’m sorry. I, er, I had to leave in a hurry.”


    What the hell is her name? Paula? Pauline? Patti?


    “I guess so! You left in such a hurry I bet you didn’t even know you left your front door hanging wide open, did you?”


    “I did?”


    P. Something with P. Pam? Penny?


    “Yeah, you did. That’s what I was yelling, but you just ignored me and kept on going.” She patted Jenna’s arm. “Don’t worry, hon, when you didn’t come back by eleven I closed your door and locked it for you. Brad told me I shouldn’t interfere, but anyone could have just walked in and stolen your stuff in the night, right? I didn’t want some stranger messing around next door to my family, did I? Of course not. Then you didn’t come back anyway, so it was the right thing to do, wasn’t it?”


    Peyton. Her name is Peyton Butler.


    “Yes, of course it was. Thank you, Peyton, I appreciate it.”


    Peyton Butler leaned down to coo at the baby, who had begun to fuss. “It’s okay, Brandon boo boo, we’re going now.” She glanced up at Jenna with an expression of pitying condescension. “I know you don’t have kids, but you gotta know they get cranky when they want their walkies.”


    She had no way of knowing that her baby’s fussing had triggered Jenna’s nightmare and the cries of the child in her hypnotic trance were ringing in her ears. Peyton Butler was unaware that it took every scrap of willpower Jenna could mobilize not to turn and flee from the whimpering infant.


    “Okay, seeya,” Jenna mumbled, starting to move past the stroller.


    “Oh, wait, I forgot to tell you,” Peyton called after her. “A police officer came looking for you the other day.”


    Jenna wheeled around. The San Diego Police Department envelope was a dead weight in her purse. “A police officer?” she echoed faintly. “What did he want?”


    “Wait. I think it was Wednesday,” Peyton said, scrunching her face in concentration. “Yeah, Wednesday afternoon. I remember Oprah was on,


    so it had to be between three and four. She had this old guy singer, Johnny Mathis, and Josh Groban. I just love Josh. He is so...”


    Jenna thought for sure she was going to throw up up on Peyton Butler’s shoes. “What about the cop?”


    Peyton’s face registered surprise at the terse interruption. “Oh! I guess I got carried away. You know how I am. It’s my ADHD. So, anyway, he was a small guy, bald, dressed by Sears or JC Penney, nothing nicer for sure. Said he was a detective? I heard him knock at your door so I thought someone must be selling something, so when he came to my door next, I was getting ready to tell him that no soliciting is allowed in here. Then he showed me his badge and asked if I knew where you were. I had no clue, of course. I mean, I’m your neighbor, right, not your keeper?”


    Peyton lowered her voice to a stage whisper. “Don’t worry, Jess, I didn’t say a word about the way you took off that night. Are you in some kind of trouble, hon?”


    “No! Everything’s fine.”


    Her neighbor shrugged, but her expression was doubting. “Okayyy. If you say so. But hey, if you need someone to talk to...”


    “There’s nothing wrong, thanks. Everything’s fine.”


    “He left a card in your door. It’s still there.”


    The small white card stuck in the door frame was embossed with a gold-leaf star and imprinted with the name of the California Highway Patrol Commissioner, Central Division, Fresno Area Office. The name ‘Sergeant Carl Galen’ was also printed on the front.


    Fresno was three hundred miles north of Escondido.


    On the reverse side of the card, Sergeant Galen had printed in bold black ink, “Please contact me ASAP.”


    Asking herself what she might have done to warrant the attention of the Kern County CHP and San Diego PD, and whether it had anything to do with her amnesia Jenna slipped the card into her purse.


    The lights were on in the apartment and the air was as musty as an old shoe. With the automated response of old habit, she dropped her purse and keys on a small table by the front door and went to open the vertical blinds and front windows to let in the fresh breeze. She switched off the floor lamp in the living room and took a look around.


    For a Twilight Zone moment Jenna was sure she had stepped into an alternate universe. On the floor beside the entry to the kitchen was a garden gnome identical to the one on her front porch in Ventura.


    It’s not the same gnome, idiot.


    The realization was a reprieve. She swept the room with her gaze, taking in the pile of laundry on the couch: a tangle of towels and undies waiting to be folded and put away. On the coffee table, a stack of paperback mystery novels. A coffee-stained mug rested on the cover of a crossword puzzle magazine.


    There were several unopened envelopes with the same return address as the business card: California Highway Patrol, Fresno Area Office. Fresno. The postmarks indicated that some of them had been there a long time: March. April. May. June. July.


    Her stomach flipped. The stretch of road she had seen in her hypnotic trance had been in the Fresno area.


    She plopped down on the couch and added the new gas bill to the pile, then poked at the CHP envelopes with her finger as gingerly as if they contained ricin.


    She pushed them out of her line of sight, but there was still the San Diego Police Department envelope.


    Her fingers felt as thick as sausages as she opened the envelope and unfolded the single sheet of paper inside. The printed form notified Jessica Mack that a 2011 Honda Accord registered to her had been towed from the Solana Beach Amtrak Station last Monday. Ms. Mack would be required to pay a hefty fee to the City of San Diego to have the vehicle released to her.


    The air suddenly felt dense, as if she were trying to breathe at the bottom of a swimming pool. What had sent her rocketing out of here, according to Peyton Butler like “a bat out of hell,” to take a train from Solana Beach to Ventura, leaving behind a car to get towed? Why was she renting two apartments? Using two names? And the biggest goddamned question of all: Why did she have no memory of any of it?


    The CHP envelopes on the table invaded the corner of her vision.


    Open them.


    No freaking way.


    It’s got to be something important.


    No!


    Jenna—or Jessica—pushed off the couch and moved over to the kitchenette, where a cereal bowl sat in the sink, a mush of granola on the bottom, soaking in rancid milk as thick as yogurt. A two-thirds full bottle of pinot noir stood on the counter, the cork next to it smudging the white worktop purple. The trash can under the sink was in need of emptying.


    Jessica’s not a neat freak like Jenna.


    Across the living room, she could see through the bedroom door to the foot of an unmade bed. Her heart did a funny little bump. Was this where she would find the blood and gore she had been so sure she was waiting for her in the Ventura apartment?


     


     


    A simple box spring and mattress had been pushed against the wall to make room for a computer desk not unlike the one in Ventura. Again, no blood stained the rumpled sheets, no brain matter splattered the walls.


    But there were fragments of a wine glass on the keyboard of a laptop computer, a mouthful of drying red wine pooled in the broken bowl.


    First the smashed picture frame, now this. Sweeping up broken glass was becoming a habit in the life of Jenna Marcott.


    Or Jessica Mack, depending on which apartment you’re in.


    Carefully lifting the larger pieces of glass off the keyboard, she dumped them into a wastebasket under the desk. Then she fetched a hand towel from the bathroom and tipped the smaller fragments off the keyboard, using a light touch to brush off what debris she could.


    Dark splash marks warned that the wine had dribbled through to the motherboard. With mentally crossed fingers, she pressed the on/off button.


    The power light came on and the hard drive gave a faint whir, but the screen remained dark and silent. Removing the battery pack with a sinking feeling, she counted to twenty and slipped it back into the slot. It had to work. Nada. Zip. Zilch.


    If Peyton Butler were to be believed—and there was ample evidence to support her tale—the person known as Jessica Mack had bolted out of here on Friday night a week ago, upset enough to leave the door wide open late in the evening.


    Upset enough to lob a glass at her laptop and leave it marinating in red wine?


    Or had there been a physical confrontation and she’d dropped the glass while defending herself?


    What the hell happened here?


    Jenna forced herself to look at what was before her and sift out the facts as she knew them.


    The bottle of wine in the kitchen was more than half full. One wine glass was in evidence—the broken one that she had just cleaned up. From what she had gleaned from her neighbor, it sounded as though she had been alone at the time. So, not a physical confrontation.


    A phone call? Had she been talking with Simon Lawrie?


    As if on cue, a land line phone rang, startling her out of her wits. Following the sound to the kitchen counter she picked up the handset and read the caller ID: Anonymous. A blocked number. Just before the fourth ring she picked it up and said a tentative, “Hello?”


    “Ms. Mack?” A deep male voice with a slight Texas twang.


    “Who is this?”


    “Detective Carl Galen here. I’ve been trying to reach you.”


    Oh hell.


    “I—I just got here.”


    “You haven’t answered any of my letters or returned my phone calls, so I stopped by your place the other day. Seems I missed you again.”


    Just “stopped by” three hundred miles south of Fresno?


    “I’ve been out of town.”


    “Well, isn’t it fortuitous that I found you just now. When would you be available for an interview, ma’am? I’ll drive on back down there.”


    If he was prepared to make another six-hundred mile round trip to see her, it had to be serious.


    Maybe he was coming to arrest her.


    For what?


    The silence filled up and spilled over. She cleared her throat, but her voice still sounded high and nervous. “Can’t we just talk on the phone?”


    Now it was her turn to wait for him to fill the void. In the end, he said, “I do believe it would be better if we do this in person, ma’am. We need to talk about your husband.”


    


    

  


  
    



    t w e n t y


     


     


     


    “Ms. Mack? Ms. Mack? Hello—hello? Can you hear me? Are you there?”


    My husband? I don’t have a—


    Those malevolent eyes, staring at her. The accident...Fresno.


    Detective Galen was still talking when she pressed the disconnect button and set the handset back in its cradle. Jenna raced through the apartment, closing windows, switching off lights. Made sure the door was closed, locking it on her way out. She ran down the stairs propelled by one thought: get away, get away, get away.


    Driving back to the freeway, she had a strong intuition—or maybe it was an actual memory—that her flight from Escondido today was scarcely less frenzied than the one a week ago that had been expunged from her memory.


    What happened that I needed so desperately to forget it?


    She darted a look at her bare left hand. If she had a husband, where was he? Why could she not remember him? Why wasn’t she wearing a wedding ring? And why did a police detective from Fresno want to talk to her about him?


    And what about Simon Lawrie?


    Her mind staggered under the burden of what she didn’t know. Two apartments. Two cars. Two names. No memory. Oh God. What if she’d done something so awful that she’d wiped it from her memory along with everything else?


    What if I killed him?


    She drove with a lead foot, burning up the miles.


    By the time she reached the 405 junction, she thought she just might crack into a million pieces. If that happened, something told her she would never be able to recover.


    The Venice Beach exits started to appear on the freeway signs and it crossed her mind to call Claudia Rose or Dr. Gold and confide in one of them. But after what she had learned this afternoon it seemed a monumentally bad idea to talk to anyone. When the Jefferson Boulevard exit came up, which would take her to Dr. Gold’s office, she kept driving.


     


     


    Ventura was halfway between Kern County and Escondido. All day Sunday, Jenna stayed holed up in the apartment with the blinds drawn, petrified that Detective Galen would somehow uncover her whereabouts and come for her. Whatever he had to say, she knew she could not bear to hear it.


    She contemplated Googling Jessica Mack and her alleged husband. Even got as far as standing in front of the computer. The cold dead eye of the monitor ogled her, daring her to switch it on and risk opening a Pandora’s box.


    Now that she thought about it, the Greek myth made a good symbol for her situation. Pandora’s box held all the evils of the world. When Pandora got too curious and disobeyed the order not to open the box under any circumstances, every bad thing swooped out and contaminated the earth.


    But Hope was left at the bottom.


    Better to leave the lid shut tight and keep it there.


     


     


    Monday morning dawned after yet another restless night.


    Her dreams were filled with spirits as hideous and evil as Dementors. Drifting up out of a chest at the bottom of the ocean, they coiled themselves like vines around her throat. The more desperately she clawed at them, the further down they dragged her through the murky water.


    She got out of bed weary and depressed. Escondido had unearthed no new memories, but now she knew why the sight of a police uniform freaked her out: a detective was pursuing her.


    The face that looked back at her in the bathroom mirror that morning was as drawn and pale as the wraiths in her nightmares. Dark circles bruised the tissue under her eyes. You can’t remember anything that you’d like to, she mocked her reflection, but you’d like to forget Detective Galen, and there he is, right up front in your head.


    Shower, dress. The thought of eating made her ill. Drive to BioNeutronics. It was becoming routine.


     


     


    Although he had not told her who he was meeting with, Jenna knew that Simon Lawrie was scheduled for a session set to last all morning. That was fine with her. It eased the pressure of fending off the unwelcome passes he continued to make.


    At nine-forty Keisha called on the office intercom and asked to be relieved at the switchboard while she took her coffee break. The person who normally spelled her had a dental appointment and wouldn’t be in until after lunch. Jenna was her next backup.


    They switched places at the reception desk and Keisha handed over her headset. “It’s been totally dead this morning. I’m falling asleep. I’m gonna take a walk across the street for a triple.”


    “Starbucks?”


    “Yeah, the coffee here ain’t cuttin’ it. Want anything?”


    “No, thanks. I’ll go later.”


    “See you in twenty.”


    Jenna sat down and studied the console. Operating the unfamiliar system was easier than she expected. The button next to each extension was marked with a printed name and she disconnected only one caller as she got to know the system. She was beginning to relax when a man wearing the uniform of a gardener exited the elevator.


    His eyes flicked around the lobby uneasily, as if fearing he might be accused of trespassing. Short and sinewy, his arms were darker than his tan uniform. He took off his hat as he approached the reception desk and Jenna read his name tag: Ramon Gutierrez.


    He put his elbows on the high counter and leaned across it, speaking in a low voice. “I gotta talk to somebody in Security.”


    Unconsciously, Jenna lowered her voice, too, a co-conspirator. “What’s the problem?”


    “Uh, I think I should talk to them. Can you just call them?”


    Her hand hovered over the telephone keypad, ready to dial. “Is it an emergency?”


    “Well...no, not exactly.”


    “I’ll have to tell them something before I ask someone to come up.”


    “You sure?” The gardener glanced around again, nervously.


    “Why do you need security?”


    “Well...the other night, you know? I found something.”


    Premonition curdled Jenna’s stomach. “The other night?”


    “Yeah, it was last Thursday. I was working late, I got stuck finishin’ up after everybody else left. Then Friday I was at another facility, so this is the first chance I got to come and report it.”


    She knew without a doubt what Ramon Gutierrez was going to say next.


    “Yeah, so, anyways. I saw this cup on top of one of the bushes right up next to the building? You know, a paper cup, not a real one—and I was gonna put it in the trash. But I dropped it on the ground and this li’l gizmo fell out of it.”


    He seemed to have forgotten his discomfort as he warmed to his story. “It was weird, you know? It was stuck in there like it was hidden or something? I figured I better bring it in.”


    Having resigned herself to the idea that it was irretrievably lost, Jenna had put the flash drive out of her mind. “Could I see it?” she asked, holding out her hand.


    Ramon Gutierrez dug into his pants pocket and took out the plastic baggie. The little device was still sealed inside, just as she had left it. She gave a quick glance at the clock. Keisha was due back from her break. “You can leave this with me,” she said. “I’ll make sure the right person gets it.”


    “But...you don’t think I should talk to Security?” Ramon sounded disappointed.


    “It’s okay. I’m the director’s assistant. You can trust me, I’ll take care of it.”


    “Well...okay—if you’re sure. It’s a computer thing, right? It was kinda weird, you know? It was just lying there on top of—”


    “You did the right thing,” Jenna broke in. “Just don’t mention it to anyone else, okay? It’s better if you don’t talk to anyone about it in case Security wants to talk to you later.”


    “Wow, no kidding? Good thing I found it, huh?”


    Across the lobby, Jenna saw the light come on above the elevator, heard the ping of the cab arriving. “Yes, it’s a very good thing. You’d better get back to work before someone starts looking for you. Remember, don’t mention this to anyone.”


    “Okay.” He shrugged and turned walked back to the elevator, passing Keisha, who threw him a curious glance. Jenna stuffed the plastic baggie in her jacket pocket.


    “What’d he want?” Keisha asked, taking back the headset Jenna handed her.


    “Just some aspirin.”


    Fortunately, Keisha’s mind was on other things and she didn’t see through the thin answer. “I saw Raul Melendez over at Starbucks,” she said with a sly grin. “You know, that guy in Accounting? He’s pretty hot. I get the feeling that when he talks about having coffee, he doesn’t mean a Caramel Macchiato.”


    Jenna nodded and smiled in all the right places, but her mind was moving at warp speed. That she had been at the reception desk when Ramon Gutierrez showed up was an incredible break. It didn’t bear thinking of that the drive might have ended up in the hands of the security department.


     


     


    Simon was distracted when he arrived at Jenna’s desk a few minutes before noon, entering, as usual, without knocking. She looked up at him. “How was your meeting?”


    He pulled out his money clip and peeled off a twenty, not answering her question. “Would you pick me up a broccoli beef bowl.”


    “So, it wasn’t a good meeting?” she persisted, curious about where he had been.


    He threw her a look that made her wonder. “It was a briefing with my wife and I don’t want to talk about it. How about that lunch?”


    Jenna stood in line at China Wok contemplating the coldness of having to schedule a briefing with your spouse. Her stomach roiled. According to Detective Galen, she had a spouse.


    Was that why she and Simon had gravitated to one another? Because they were both in relationship denial? She didn’t want to think about that any more than Simon wanted to talk about his ‘briefing.’


    He was on the phone when she dropped off his food and she returned to her desk, glad that he didn’t try to detain her. An idea was forming to get the flash drive safely out of the building.


    She downed a few forkfuls of vegetable and noodles without even tasting them, then created a well in middle of the Styrofoam bowl and laid the baggie in it. The noodles and veggies she piled on top did a good job of hiding the baggie and she snapped the plastic lid into place, pleased with her solution.


    She was placing the bowl into the carry-out bag when the door opened and Simon entered her office. The man had a sixth sense for the wrong time to come looking for her.


    “Smells like a Chinese restaurant in here,” he said, closing the door behind him.


    Jenna offered him a withering smile. “Maybe you should change your diet.”


    Simon smiled back, showing her the charm. “Maybe I will.” Apparently having forgotten that they were still fighting, he eased around behind her chair and began to knead her shoulders with strong fingers. “You’re so tense, baby.”


    She shrugged him off. “Stop it, Simon, you’re hurting me. Anyone could walk—”


    He bent down, his face close to hers, his warm breath soft as velvet against her ear. “Tomorrow,” he interrupted smoothly. “Tomorrow, we’ll take the afternoon off and go someplace nice. Think about where you’d like to go. Our favorite suite at the Crowne Plaza?”


    “Why are you here, Simon? Is there something you want from me?”


    “Oh yes there is, Ms. Marcott, but we don’t have enough time for that right now.” When she failed to respond, he straightened and huffed an irritated sigh. “Christ, Jen, you’re still mad? How long are you going to hold a grudge? It’s been more than a week. We’ll talk about it all tomorrow, I promise.”


    “It’s not holding a grudge, Simon. You’re married.”


    He made an impatient sound, blowing off the important fact to which she had just called his attention. “The new Project 42 scientists are here. I need you to go down to reception and get them.”


    Jenna rose. “I’ll bring them up.”


     


     


    When she stepped from the elevator, the two people seated on the sofa in the reception area glanced over at her with expectant looks. Both were close to middle-aged, one male, one female, as matching as the briefcases at their feet.


    They looked like stereotypical movie scientists: thin, pale, plain, serious. His hair was blond, trimmed very short. Hers was medium brown, set in a fifties-style shoulder-length pageboy style brushed away from her face. Both wore iron-grey suits that were more suitable to an east coast winter than a stone’s throw from the Pacific Ocean on an early September afternoon.


    Jenna pasted on a welcoming smile and started across the lobby toward them.


    “They no speaka de Engles,” Keisha said sotto voce, as she neared the reception desk.


    “None?”


    “Nope. They came in with Simon’s name written on a piece of paper. Dr. Paschke and Dr. Lessig.”


    Jenna raised a skeptical brow. “That ought to be interesting.”


    She smiled at the pair again and said hello. She didn’t know which was Dr. Paschke and which was Dr. Lessig, but each scientist acknowledged her with an unsmiling nod and rose to follow when she motioned them to come with her.


    In the elevator, the woman spoke to her colleague in a language unfamiliar to Jenna, but she guessed it might be something Eastern European. The man snapped a sharp response and the woman lowered her head and looked down at her shoes for the rest of the short ride to the third floor.


     


     


    Simon answered her knock with a call to enter. Toward the rear of the spacious corner office, three of the plush armchairs around the conference table were occupied by Simon Lawrie himself, an Asian man with slicked-back grey hair and old-fashioned horn-rimmed glasses, and Dr. Raisa Polzin in her white lab coat.


    A third man stood alone at the window. Easily six-five and as broad as a quarterback, his shaved head was tanned a dark walnut color, as if he spent a great deal of time outdoors. He was taller even than Simon, who was himself over six feet tall.


    His eyes were hidden behind the kind of dark glasses Jenna associated with Secret Service agents. One of Christine Palmer’s security detail? The Senator herself was not in evidence at this meeting.


    The man stood with his arms crossed like Mr. Clean in the old TV commercials from her childhood. Except that Mr. Clean wore an earring and a friendly smile. This man was not smiling and he remained in the background, merely a shadow whom nobody introduced. Something about him made Jenna uneasy.


    Something told her that this was not the first time she had run into him, and she was equally certain that their acquaintance was not a friendly one.


    Everyone but the big man tipped their heads at one another and Simon greeted the visitors Jenna had in tow. Raisa Polzin, the scientist, hurried toward them, hand outstretched, speaking to the newcomers in German.


    After introducing Simon Laurie, Polzin indicated the Asian man, who rose from his chair. She said, “Kevin Nguyen,” followed by a word that sounded something like “shefdersicherheight.”


    The security chief greeted them in heavily accented German that got the visitors grinning. Age lines carved in Nguyen’s sallow face and the deep, droopy bags under his eyes gave him the look of an old basset hound. He turned to Jenna. “I’ve already taken care of their clearances. No need to inform Human Resources. They’re acting as consultants, not on the payroll.”


    He pursed his lips, his head cocked to one side, considering her. “I want to talk with you,” he said. “Not today. Maybe tomorrow.”


    Something in Nguyen’s tone worried her.


     


     


    Jenna was sorting Simon’s afternoon mail when Detective Jovanic phoned.


    “I’ve got some information for you,” he said.


    “That was fast. What—?”


    “I’d like to meet with you in person to discuss it. Are you free this afternoon if I drive up to Ventura?”


    Her pulse started thrumming in her ears. “I get off work at five. Is something wrong? Is it something bad?”


    “Let’s wait and talk later. Can we meet at your place?”


    Jenna gave him the address and they agreed to meet at five-thirty. She clicked off the call with a bad vibe. Maybe there was a good reason why she had forgotten her past. In truth, she was no longer so sure she was ready to learn about it.


     


     


    There were no surprise inspections when she left BioNeutronics that afternoon. Nonetheless, carrying the flash drive out concealed in the China Wok bag made Jenna feel less vulnerable. But once she left the building it took all her willpower not to break into a run.


    Waiting to exit the parking lot she glanced in the rear view mirror and noticed a black SUV behind her. The upper area of the windshield was tinted, but she could see well enough to identify the driver as the big man from Simon Lawrie’s office.


    She wished she knew where had she seen him before. Seeing him now left her with a sour feeling in the pit of her stomach.


    When she turned left, the SUV turned left. And stayed behind her all the way up Vineyard. When she entered the freeway, so did he. She glanced over at the takeout bag on the passenger seat. There was no way for anyone to know what was hidden inside. Was there?


    With afternoon rush hour traffic clogging the roads she couldn’t get more than a car length away from the SUV. She kept one eye on the rearview mirror, but soon lost sight of it.


    Maybe she was just being paranoid after all.


    


    

  


  
    



    t w e n t y – o n e


     


     


     


    When she arrived at the apartment, a white vintage Jaguar was parked at the curb out front. She drove past and as she turned into the alleyway, noticed that two people were in the car. Her gut twisted with uneasiness. Why would Detective Jovanic bring Claudia with him unless he needed help softening the blow of bad news?


    She’s his girlfriend, stupid. They’re probably going to a romantic dinner at the beach later.


    She pulled into her parking space and shut off the engine. The thought crossed her mind to run and hide, but by the time she had walked around the carport to her gate, her visitors were already halfway up the path from the front of the building and they had spotted her.


    “Hi, Jenna. Good to see you again,” Claudia said.


    Her warm smile did nothing to allay Jenna’s anxiety. Too nervous to smile back, she mumbled acknowledgement. There was something in Claudia’s eyes...


    She unlocked the door and invited them in. “I’m sorry the place is kind of a mess. When I left this morning I didn’t know I was going to have company.”


    “Don’t worry about it, we’re not here to judge your housekeeping.”


    “I should have cleaned up yesterday, but...”


    “Seriously,” Claudia said. “Don’t worry. Oh, look at the gnome, Joel. I love garden gnomes. My English grandmother always had them.”


    “There’s a matching one in the Escondido apartment.”


    “So, you’ve been to Escondido,” said Detective Jovanic, following her inside.


    “I decided to drive down after I saw you on Saturday. It was a lot closer to go from Venice than from here. I went to the Marina del Rey apartment first, but that was a dead end.”


    Jenna set the China Wok takeout bag on the kitchen counter and hurried to snatch up the blanket and socks she had left on the couch the night before. She flung them in the bedroom and closed the door, collected dirty cups and glasses from the coffee table and dumped them in the sink. Her visitors sat together on the loveseat. Both declined her offer of something to drink.


    “How did it go in Escondido?” Detective Jovanic asked.


    Jenna removed her suit coat and took the armchair. She said, “I found my—the Jessica Mack name on a mailbox. There was a tow notice from the San Diego police. Apparently, I left a Honda at the Amtrak station.” She should tell him about Detective Galen, but she wouldn’t. “I ran into a neighbor who called me Jessica. And I remembered her name was Peyton Butler.”


    “Did you learn anything from her?”


    “She told me I’d left in a big hurry. That was it. I only talked to her for a minute.”


    “And you were able to access the apartment?”


    “I had a key.”


    “Did you recognize anything?”


    “Just the gnome.” Jenna began to fidget under the probing of the detective’s laser sharp grey eyes. “Something had happened in the bedroom.”


    She fumbled for the right words to describe the scene. “There was a broken wineglass on the laptop keyboard.


    “It wouldn’t boot up. The wine had spilled....”


    “Did you happen to bring it back with you?” Detective Jovanic asked. “There are ways to recover information, even with liquid on the motherboard.”


    Thinking of the hasty retreat she had beat from the apartment, Jenna shook her head. “No. I—I left without it. If you think it might be important, I could go back and get it.”


    “I don’t think for our purposes that will be necessary.” The detective adjusted his position on the loveseat. “Jenna, as I told you over the phone, I have some information for you. First, let me ask you a question. Have you spoken with a Detective Galen from Fresno?”


    They must see her look of alarm for what it was. “No—yes—I mean....” She cast her gaze past Detective Jovanic’s shoulder and stared at the wall, the coffee table, the floor. Anywhere but those penetrating eyes. He must know she had spoken with Galen. Maybe the two detectives had already conferred about her.


    An iron band was squeezing her rib cage; she couldn’t catch her breath. As if she were tethered by little more than a thread to the young woman huddled in the big chair, she experienced once again that peculiar sensation of floating outside her body.


    The kitchen cabinets were being opened and closed, she could hear the faucet running. A few seconds later, Claudia put a glass in her hand. Keeping her own warm hand over Jenna’s icy one, she said, “Breathe in through your nose and hold it for a couple of seconds. That’s right. Now, breathe out and drink a little water.”


    She turned to the detective. “We need a paper bag for her to breathe into.”


    Jenna shook her head. “No, I’m fine. I’m fine.”


    “We don’t have to hurry this,” Jovanic said. “Why don’t you take a breather.”


    “Please. I need to know. I don’t want to, but I need to know.” She gulped water from the glass, almost choking in her haste. “Let’s just get it over with. Please. What do you have to tell me?”


    “Okay. You were correct that you were involved in a highway collision.” Detective Jovanic removed a sheaf of papers from his jacket pocket and unfolded them. “This is the report of an automobile accident that occurred in February along the Grapevine in Kern County.”


    “The Grapevine! That’s what I saw in the trance with Dr. Gold. It was the part where the highway goes through the mountains.”


    “Detective Galen is the investigator on the case. He’s with the MAIT.”


    “What’s that?”


    “It stands for the Multidisciplinary Accident Investigation Team. They get involved in investigating major traffic collisions.”


    “But you said the accident would only be in your system if there was an arrest....”


    “Yes, that’s correct. There was an arrest in your case.”


    “Who was arrested? Was it me?”


    “No, it wasn’t you.” Detective Jovanic took a pair of reading glasses from his pocket and after he had put them on, bent his head and read from the report:


    “I’ll just summarize: A motorist named Gregory Justin Mack was arrested by California Highway Patrol officers on February 19, 2010 in the Grapevine section of Northbound Interstate 5.


    “Mr. Mack was charged with reckless driving and second degree murder in a traffic collision that resulted in the severe injury of his wife, a woman named Jessica Mack.”


    He glanced over, gauging her reaction, giving her time to digest what he had told her.


    Detective Galen’s voice rang in Jenna’s head: “...about your husband...”


    “Murder..” she echoed in a faint voice.


    Jovanic continued reading. “Second degree murder in the death of a minor child, Justin Mack.”


    Justin.


    The name hammered at the door of her consciousness.


    Let me in.


    No! I can’t.


    Let me...


    I can’t. I’m sorry. I can’t.


    Mama, please...


    “Jenna? Jenna, are you all right?” Claudia’s voice came through the fog.


    How can I be all right?


    “Yes. I’m fine.”


    “...about your husband...”


    “Would you like me to call someone for you?”


    Who is there to call?


    “No, thank you.” The words were automatic, her voice the voice of a robot.


    “Would you like me to stop?” Detective Jovanic asked.


    “No.”


    He returned to reading the accident report in a gentle monotone, as though a calm voice might soften the poisonous blows he was raining down on her. “Ms. Mack, who was not wearing a seatbelt, was thrown from the car....”


    I was trying to stop him from crying...


    No! Don’t go there.


    When Claudia reached over and took her hands again, anchoring her to the real world, she realized that her mind was drifting.


    “...sustained a serious head injury and was in a coma for approximately two weeks. This was Mr. Mack’s second DUI. His blood alcohol level was 2.0, which is, of course, well above the legal limit of .08.” Jovanic glanced up again and said, “That’s why it was charged as a homicide.”


    “What—what happened to—to him?”


    “He’s currently a guest of the California Penal System at the Pitchess Honor Rancho—that’s the County Jail in Santa Clarita. He’s awaiting trial, which is set to begin on October 4. Detective Galen has been trying to contact you to interview you about the accident. The district attorney would like you to testify as a witness, but of course, he can’t legally compel you to testify against a spouse.”


    “No.” What was the matter with her voice? She couldn’t raise it above a whisper.


    “I’m sorry, Jenna,” said the detective with what she believed was genuine sincerity.


    “No! This can’t be right. You’re telling me I’m Jessica Mack, but I’m not, I’m Jenna Marcott. I don’t have a husband. I don’t have a child. I don’t believe you.”


    Don’t believe the evidence on your own driver’s license? Don’t believe the evidence in your own hypnotic trance, your nightmares? The Escondido apartment? Peyton Butler?


    Trying to block the voice that only she could hear, Jenna shook her head. Claudia crouched beside her chair and put an arm around her shoulders. “Give yourself a few minutes, Jenna. Just take it easy.”


    “You think I stole this woman’s identification. That’s what you think, isn’t it? Because she’s not me.”


    “No, sweetheart, that’s not what we think. Remember the scar on your head that you showed Dr. Gold?”


    Jenna’s hand went up and touched the ridge in her scalp. She snatched her hand back and put it under her thigh, as though it were responsible for creating the slight rope of scar tissue.


    Claudia said, “This morning, Joel—Detective Jovanic—spoke with the neurosurgeon who took care of...Jessica after the accident. The surgeon said there was a two-inch incision behind her left ear as a result of the accident and then surgery.”


    Detective Jovanic added, “After leaving the hospital, Jessica was scheduled for a follow-up appointment, but she never showed. The doctor’s office tried several times but was unable to contact her.” He glanced over at her. “The address she had given them was the apartment in Marina del Rey, in care of Jenna Marcott. Their letters were returned, no forwarding order. Galen was able to trace her to the Escondido address. So you are Jessica Mack, and it seems that Jenna Marcott is the identity you adopted to—”


    She covered her ears with her hands, resisting the words. “I want you to leave now.”


    “Jenna...” Claudia said.


    “Thank you for everything you’ve done, but you have to leave.” Jenna started to rise but her knees buckled and she dropped back into the armchair.


    “I know this has got to be tough news for you,” Detective Jovanic began. “We—”


    “Please,” she said. “Just leave.”


    “You shouldn’t be alone,” Claudia said.


    “I’m not alone. My upstairs neighbor is a friend. I’m fine.”


    “Would you like us to—”


    “No. I don’t want you to do anything except go. Thank you for coming all the way up here. I know you’re trying to help me....” She knew she sounded angry. She was angry. Who were these people to tell her she had a dead child? “I told you to go.”


    It’s your fault he’s dead, Jessica.


    No!


    She jumped when Claudia touched her on the shoulder and said, “You have our phone numbers. Call either of us anytime.”


    “When you’re ready to talk about it,” Detective Jovanic added, “We’ll be waiting.”


     


     


    After the door closed behind them she sat in the armchair for a time as ice formed in her veins. She thought she might never be warm again. Changing into jeans and a sweatshirt did little for the goosebumps on her arms, but it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered.


    She hugged her knees to her chest, rocking back and forth like a small child. Her instincts had been right. Detective Jovanic had brought Claudia Rose to help deliver bad news. The worst of all possible news.


    For hours she sat there rocking, doing her damndest to retreat into the protective cocoon the amnesia had provided. When that didn’t work, she tested herself to see whether she could remember.


    My son.


    My baby boy.


    Her conscious memory was still as empty as before. But as much as she wanted to deny it, she knew in the depths of her soul that she and Jessica Mack were one and the same.


    An aching sadness left her feeling as though she had bathed in Novocain. Shouldn’t she be raging at the man whose careless drunken state was responsible for the death of their child?


    Her eyes moved to the stack of sealed moving cartons in the corner, shifted away again. She no longer wanted the answers those boxes might hold, the answers she had been resisting.


    Against her will, new questions started popping up like balloons held under water and released: How long have I been Jenna Marcott? If the accident was in February, why only now have I developed amnesia?


    The voice in her head mocked her. Who said it was only now? For all she knew, this could be the latest in an entire series of amnesia episodes. How did her job at BioNeutronics fit in? And her relationship with Simon, who didn’t appear to notice anything unusual about her? How long had she been carrying on a double life?


    In just a few minutes, Detective Jovanic had stripped away the fragile walls she had managed to build for herself, the illusion she had created over the past few days. And now she had nothing left. No defenses. She considered dying, but could not find the energy to get up from the chair and kill herself.


    But eventually, like frostbitten nerve endings coming alive, the pain made its way to the surface, so fresh, so visceral, that every cell in her body protested at the violence of it. How could something that did not originate from a physical cause hurt so much?


    Jenna—no, Jessica—hauled herself up and trudged into the kitchen, where she gulped down a half-dozen ibuprofen with a slug of wine straight from the bottle she had left on the counter.


    Pouring it into a glass took more effort than she was willing to make. It didn’t matter that it dribbled onto her sweatshirt. The neat freak had effectively disappeared. She threw herself onto the bed still dressed and prayed for dreamless sleep.


    Her prayers went unanswered. The nightmares were more vivid than ever and she woke crying out, sweating and feverish.


    Trying to recall the hazy scenes made them evaporate faster and left her with no understanding of what had frightened her so badly.


    Her mouth was as dry as parchment. She lay atop the bedspread, too spent even to roll off the bed and get a glass of water. She knew instinctively that these dreams were not about the car accident. She had cried not a single tear, yet her eyes felt gritty and swollen, as if she had wept an ocean.


    The accident report had said she had a husband who hated her enough to want to kill her. But they must have loved each other at one time. They had made a beautiful baby boy together. Why had that love so wholly disappeared? His threat echoed: “I’ll take you with me.”


    What kind of mother doesn’t remember her own child?


    What kind of man tries to kill his family?


    What kind of woman stays with a man like that?


    A woman named Jessica Mack.


    As she tried to shut out the voice’s unbroken criticism of her every failure, every sin, a sound outside her head penetrated. The metallic clink of a latch engaging, a gate being closed with care.


    Since the day she had begun this version of her life as Jenna Marcott, Jessica had yet to encounter anyone else in the apartment building. Each night over the past week she had heard the next door neighbor coming and going at eleven forty and assumed that the person who lived there worked the graveyard shift.


    A glance at the bedside clock told her it was one fifty-four. Graveyard started at midnight. The neighbor must be very late for work. Then her ears picked up a much closer sound. A scraping on the front porch of her apartment. The soft rattle of the doorknob.


    Someone’s breaking in.


    


    

  


  
    



    t w e n t y - t w o


     


     


     


    One moment she was lying on the bed, the next she was on her feet, not knowing how she got there. Time slowed but her thoughts were streaking at terminal velocity as she covered the few feet across the small bedroom, noiseless as a cat.


    Options flicked like a stop-action video in her head:


    Call 911.


    Phone’s in the living room.


    Find a weapon.


    Nothing in here.


    Kitchen—knife.


    From the bedroom doorway her gaze caught on the wooden knife block on the kitchen counter ten feet away. To her left she could hear the faint sound of the intruder’s pick scratching at the lock. Cold comfort that he did not know she was awake and a few steps from a weapon that could filet him.


    The lock sprang as Jessica was crossing the entry. The door opened inward, raking metal weather stripping across her bare toes. Her involuntary yelp of pain stole any advantage she might have had. From the porch, a low grunt of surprise.


    Jessica dove for the knife block, but a hulking figure lunged across the threshold and snatched a fistful of her sweatshirt, spinning her around with whiplash speed. He clapped a heavy hand over her face.


    Before conscious thought had time to form, mindless fear mobilized her and she aimed her heels at his shins.


    But her feet were off the ground, unable to gain purchase and it felt like her kicks were landing far off the mark. Certainly, they were not affecting the intruder, who shook her like a rag doll. “Get in here,” he rasped to someone she couldn’t see. “Grab her legs, goddamn it!”


    Some higher part of her brain that was still functioning with clarity caught the sound of the front door closing. Heard the lock engage.


    Hard enough to fight the man who held her—he was the size of a mountain—two would be impossible. It was the lower reptilian brain that kept her bucking wildly.


    The second one seized her shins and banged her ankles together, holding on like a bronco rider bent on breaking a rowdy horse. “Jesus, she’s a feisty little bitch,” the man said, with a tinge of admiration.


    The mountain’s arm was a lead weight pinning her against his chest. “Over there,” he snapped and she felt herself being carried a few feet. Desperate for air, she struggled to twist her head out of his grasp, but the more she struggled, the harder his hand pressed against her nose and mouth. Then she was falling.


    Her back hit the padded arm of the armchair, hard.


    Moonlight filtered through the half-closed vertical blinds on the sliding glass door, but though it did not provide enough light to discern her captors’ features. Jessica did not have to see them to know who they were.


    Even before he ordered his flunky to shut the blinds and find a light she knew that the mountain was the silent giant at the back of Simon’s office. The man in the SUV who had trailed her from the BioNeutronics parking lot.


    Squinting against the sudden glare, she scrambled to right herself. Without his Ray-Bans concealing them, the big man’s eyes had the cold detachment of a shark sizing up its prey. It took an extra second to recognize the other guy as Nate Farley. His name came to her before she connected it to the security guard who had caught her poking around at night outside BioNeutronics. Tonight, his buzz cut was hidden by a black watch cap similar to the one she had worn that night. He had swapped his guard uniform for a black long sleeve tee shirt and jungle stripe fatigue pants.


    The big man loomed over Jessica. His narrowed eyes held a threat that scared the hell out of her. “You gonna keep your mouth shut, or am I gonna have to gag you?”


    She shook her head. The adrenaline rush had subsided and her teeth were chattering. Wrapping her arms tight around her knees she tried to stop them from trembling. “You—you followed me from the lab,” she managed in a shaky voice.


    The man squatted in front of her, a false smile pasted on a face as grim as death. “Well, I had to know where you were staying so we could come and pay you this little visit. Imagine my surprise when you led me here.”


    “Wh-what do you want?”


    The friendly act fell away. “I want the files you stole.”


    The flash drive. Still on the kitchen counter in the takeout bag, hidden under the noodles. After the news Detective Jovanic and Claudia Rose had dropped on her, all thoughts of the smuggled files had vanished. Project 42 had lost its significance in the face of the fact that Jessica had just learned that she was the grieving mother of a little boy.


    Project 42 was significant to someone, though. Significant enough to send these thugs to break into her home and terrorize her in the middle of the night.


    Deny, deny, deny.


    Well, why not? She’d been denying her entire life for a while now. She tried for indignation. “What are you talking about? I haven’t stolen anything.”


    She could see the man evaluating her, taking her measure. He said, “When you downloaded privileged files an alarm was sent to Security. The network’s configured to do that, so don’t bother denying it.”


    “I didn’t download anything.” It was easy to sound convincing when she couldn’t remember having done it.


    The mountain straightened to his full height. His size, and the air of authority he wore, would put him in charge even if he never opened his mouth. He leveled a mean stare at her and his voice had the low rumble of thunder. “I’m warning you not to fuck with me, bitch.”


    “I’m not!”


    “Who are you?”


    The curt question took her aback. “You know who I am. Who sent you to break into my apartment?”


    The man raised a fist the size of a ham hock. Jessica recoiled into the crook of the armchair, waiting for the blow to strike. “I’m asking the questions here,” he snapped. “Now, you will shut your smart mouth and answer me.” For an endless moment he looked down at her, the flat eyes unreadable. Then, “I asked you who you are.”


    “I’m Jenna Marcott.”


    With the speed of a much less bulky man he reached down and smacked the side of her head with an open palm. “You are not Jenna Marcott.”


    Jessica’s hand flew to her ear, which was hot and stinging from the slap. Through a glaze of tears she saw Farley’s eyes bouncing around the room, assessing. Saw it the moment he spotted the zebra print purse on the dining table.


    In a few steps he had crossed the room. He emptied the contents onto the table and began pawing through her things. He grabbing her wallet. “She’s got two sets of ID, Mr. Bagshot,” he said, holding it aloft like a prize. “One in the Marcott name and an AKA—Jessica Mack, address in Escondido.”


    With a satisfied nod, the mountain, Bagshot, compressed his lips into a thin line. “Jessica Mack, is it? Okay, who sent you to BioNeutronics?”


    Jessica heard him, but his words meant nothing. He might as well have been speaking a foreign language. The familiar whistling in her head grew louder, drowned him out. A mesh of black spots began to form before her eyes and she began to fade.


    She was viewing a scene play out like a movie she’d seen before.


    Seated at her computer in the bedroom, yet watching from afar. Her blonde hair, longer than it was now, pulled into a ragged ponytail. Bagshot at the bedroom door, arms crossed. Another man, not Farley, behind her, bending to crook his arm around her throat. Her head jerked back, connecting with his nose. Red spray clouded the monitor, dripped on the keyboard tray.


    And she was back in the armchair, panting and queasy. Bagshot crouched in front of her as if genuflecting. “Hey, Jessica.” His breath reeked of too much coffee and too many cigarettes. “Hey! Where’d you go?”


    She turned her face away, but Bagshot grasped the arms of her chair and leaned in closer until his hawkish nose was inches from hers.


    “Answer me now, Jessica, who hired you?”


    Her stomach roiling, she closed her eyes. “Simon Lawrie hired me.”


    He smacked her again, harder this time. Her head snapped back and she cried out in pain.


    “Where are the files you took?” He gave her no time to reply before his knuckle connected with her cheekbone. When there was no crunch of breaking bones, Jessica understood that he had pulled his punch, that he was giving her just a taste of what was to come. She touched her hand to her bruised cheek. “What kind of asshole hits a chick half his size?”


    “The kind who’ll snap you in two if you don’t start cooperating.”


    “But I don’t know about any files. Beating me up isn’t going to change it.”


    Bagshot let out a sigh of exaggerated patience and nodded at Farley. “I guess we’re gonna have to do this the hard way.”


    Farley’s grin had nothing to do with humor. He took his time unsnapping a leather sheath on his belt, made a show of drawing out a wicked-looking knife.


    Light glinted off steel sharp enough to slit her throat in one quick swipe, clear through to the spinal cord. Keeping his eyes glued to Jessica’s face, watching her terror, he swiped the blade across her field of vision, coming close enough to her nose that she felt the swoosh of air.


    Her mind was racing. If she told them where the thumb drive was, would they let her go?


    She thought not. The crazy thing was, even if Bagshot was telling the truth and she was an industrial spy, she had no clue who she might be working for.


    Farley raised the knife, poised to strike.


    A few hours ago Jessica had hoped to die. Now, faced with the threat of the blade, she found that she wanted to live. She drew breath to blurt the truth, but before she could speak, Farley made an abrupt turn away from her and took two steps to the loveseat.


    He brought his arm down fast. The leather cushion ruptured with a soft pop as he ripped the knife from edge to edge. Farley stuck his hand in, ripping batting until the cushion sagged and the floor was covered in a drift of cotton clumps.


    “Please, stop,” Jessica whispered hoarsely. “You won’t find anything in there.”


    Bagshot grabbed her chin and wrenched her face up to look at him. “Where, then?”


    “Nowhere! You’ve made a mistake.”


    His lip curled in derision. “I expected more professionalism from someone like you. Or is this your first job?”


    “I’m not a spy!”


    “Okay, then, explain to me what you’ve been doing masquerading as Jenna Marcott and what you’re doing in her apartment?”


    “What—what are you talking about?”


    “You don’t seem to understand, Jessica. This isn’t something that’s going to be settled with lawyers and litigation. It’s not one of those situations where your principal gets sued and you walk away. The stakes in this game are way too high for that penny-ante crap.”


    “Please—I don’t know what you mean.”


    The look Bagshot flashed her held utter contempt, as if she had disappointed him. “You might look a lot like Jenna Marcott, but you’d better get this, Jessica Mack: your mission is a failure. Your mission is scrubbed.” He turned to Farley. “Check under the tables. See if she’s got anything taped there.”


    “Yessir.”


    Farley tipped over the tables on either end of the loveseat and ran his meaty fingers inside the facings. Finding nothing, he knocked the small dining table onto its side with a clatter, scattering the contents of Jessica’s purse across the floor.


    “Goddamnit,” Bagshot snarled. “Are you fucking trying to wake up her neighbors?” He gave Farley the stink eye and ordered him to open the moving boxes still stacked in the corner. The boxes Jessica had instinctively avoided.


    Farley pulled down the top carton and sliced through the neatly striped packing tape with his knife. When he tipped it onto its side, college textbooks, novels, cookbooks tumbled out. Bagshot and Jessica looked on in silence as he ripped the covers off and checked the spine of each book.


    The second box held childhood keepsakes nested in newspaper cocoons. Farley systematically tore open each one. The first casualty was a crooked ceramic pot that appeared to be a first or second grade effort. It thudded against the tile, chips of blue glaze skittering across the floor.


    His boot heel ground a delicate china Belle figurine to little more than dust. He ripped off the arms of a well-loved old teddy bear; used his knife to slash a miniature satin and lace pillow sewn with the big stitches of a small hand. On and on, he went, damaging and destroying every item in the box, callously, and with obvious enjoyment.


    The remnants of a forgotten childhood—there was nothing she could do to save them. Left with an unutterable sadness, Jessica remembered none of these objects, but she accepted what they must have meant to her to have held on to them through the years.


    When Farley unearthed a box containing photo albums Jessica caught her breath. She wanted to beg him to spare them. Photographs would jog her memory if anything could. But she stayed silent, knowing her pleas would egg him on.


    Before he had a chance to wreak havoc on the photographs, Bagshot barked at him, “Let it go, we’ve wasted enough time here.” He clamped Jessica’s shoulder in a crushing grip. “Get your shoes on, Jessica Mack. You’re coming with us.”


    


    

  


  
    



    t w e n t y - t h r e e


     


     


     


    The two men hustled Jessica out of the apartment and around to the carport, where Bagshot’s Mercedes SUV was parked behind the Nissan.


    He had warned her before they left the apartment that he would make her regret it if she made the slightest noise. Her face throbbed where he’d struck her and she was in no hurry to test him. She was sure her neighbor, Zach, would come to her aid if she screamed for help, but fear of what they would do to him kept her silent.


    Farley opened the back door to the SUV and shoved her inside, then climbed in after her. “Don’t get any ideas,” he warned. “Kid locks.” His heavy arm pinned her against the seat as he reached across and rattled the door handle to prove his point. Up front, Bagshot’s muscular body filled the driver’s side. Catching the glare Jessica cast at him in the rear-view mirror, he reached over to the glove box and took out a thick plastic strap that was looped in the middle. “Hook her up.”


    “No! You don’t have to do that,” Jessica begged.


    Ignoring her plea, Bagshot tossed the strap over the seat to Farley. The security guard twisted her around with practiced skill and had her right wrist cuffed before she could finish her sentence. A half-second later both hands were locked behind her back.


    She cried out at the plastic digging into her flesh. “Where are you taking me, you sonofabitch?”


    “I think she needs a little something more,” Bagshot said.


    Farley peeled off his watch cap and reached over to pull it onto Jessica’s head.


    “No!” She tried to squirm away before the cap could touch her. Bagshot half-turned and his fist came over the seat. His knuckle caught the bridge of her nose.


    Pain hit between her eyes like a lightning strike. She was still trying to catch her breath when Farley finished pulling the knit cap over her head and covered her face with it. Blood trickled from her nose and slid down her upper lip, leaving a salty taste in her mouth. With her hands pinned behind her back there was nothing she could do about it.


    “You want that cap stuffed in your smart mouth?” Bagshot snarled. “Do you, bitch?” And when she was silent, “You’d better answer when I ask you a question.”


    “No.”


    “Then keep your fucking mouth shut and you might get out of this with all your teeth. Farley, get her out of sight.”


    “You got it, boss.”


    The security guard pushed her down until she was sprawled, half-kneeling on the floor, her face pressed into his groin. The watch cap was hot and itchy and smelled rancid. It made her want to retch.


    Her shoulders were already aching from the unnatural position and her nose was swollen. She wondered whether it was broken. Not that it would matter if they were going to kill her, and she was pretty sure they were.


    What did I stumble into?


    What the hell is Project 42?


     


     


    They came to a halt maybe fifteen minutes later and Farley removed the hand that had kept her face in his bulging crotch.


    Jessica wrenched herself as far away from him as the space in the backseat allowed. She heard the driver door open. The vehicle lifted as Bagshot exited.


    “C’mon, Jessica.” Farley’s voice.


    Her scalp was tingling and she could no longer feel her hands. Farley dragged her across the seat and out of the SUV into the chill night air. Blinded by the watch cap, she lurched, nearly falling. Heavy hands encircled her upper arm and caught her, set her on the crunch of gravel.


    She tried to see below the hem of the watch cap, but the wool had molded itself to her face and covered her mouth. She could not even see her own feet.


    In her head, she counted off thirty paces before they stopped walking and there was the click of a lock and the familiar swoosh of power doors. BioNeutronics?


    Another twenty feet, another stop. She heard the whir of an elevator and one of the men prodded her. The floor shook slightly as they climbed aboard. Definitely BioNeutronics. They began descend, then bumped to a soft landing and she heard the door slide open. Shoved forward, she had counted fifteen paces when she was jerked to a halt.


    A rougher shove sent her down on her knees. She tried to roll to one side but with her hands behind her back, the edge of her chin met the cement floor. Pain slammed through her body. Then her wrists were yanked up behind her and the plastic cuffs bit deeper into the flesh.


    She hung there suspended, sure that her arms would pop out of their sockets. One of the men cut the cuffs and the pressure on her wrists relaxed. She hit the floor again, the wind knocked out of her.


    A door slammed shut. Then, silence.


    A century or two passed while she lay curled in a ball on the unforgiving floor, her body begging for mercy. Gasping for air, moaning from the pain in her right knee. Shoulders aching. Hands numb from the restricted circulation. Chin throbbing. Nose bleeding again.


    Her swollen hands were as unwieldy as boxing gloves. She rubbed the backs against each other, then the palms. It took a while for the blood to begin recirculating. When the numbness began to wear off, the pins and needles started up, burning the nerve endings until she felt like screaming.


    Better to have burning nerve endings than the circulation cut off.


    Leave me the fuck alone!
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    Zebediah Gold opened the door to his guesthouse and ushered Claudia Rose inside. After they had shared a long hug, he pressed a kiss to her cheek and offered coffee.


    Following him to the kitchenette, she took a manila folder from her briefcase and perched on one of the two stools at the breakfast bar. “I’m glad you were free this morning.”


    Zebediah shot a grin at her as he went about the business of getting out coffee paraphernalia and pouring two steaming mugs. “I must admit I was amazed when you phoned at eight a.m. I didn’t think you knew time existed before ten.”


    Rolling her eyes, Claudia accepted the carton of soy milk he offered. “Let’s see you work half the night and get up perky at the crack of dawn.”


    “No need to be cranky, darling. I know what a dedicated worker you are.”


    “Zeb, I’m worried about Jenna. I mean Jessica. She looked so stricken when Joel read her the accident report. Well, of course she did. She didn’t even know she had a child, and we were telling her that she’d lost him.” She poured milk into her coffee. “We didn’t want to leave her like that, but she wouldn’t let us stay. I was hoping she’d call me last night, but she didn’t. Have you heard from her?”


    “No, and after you called me I phoned her. She didn’t pick up.” Gold took the stool next to Claudia and spooned several heaps of sugar into his coffee.


    “She’s been in such profound denial about the child’s death. After what she’s gone through this past week, I hope the news didn’t tip her over the edge.”


    Claudia stared at him, aghast. “You aren’t thinking she might have—harmed herself, are you?”


    “I think it’s more likely she might have blocked it all out again.”


    “You mean a whole new fugue state?”


    He nodded. “I don’t see her as suicidal, but...”


    “Should we call Ventura PD and ask them to do a welfare check?”


    “That would scare her even more. She has a thing about uniformed policemen. I’m thinking about driving up there later and see if she’ll talk to me. I’ve cleared my calendar for the afternoon.”


    “Do you want me to go with you?”


    “I don’t think so, darling. Right now, she would associate you with the bad news.”


    “All right, then let me show you what I found.”


    Zebediah took a sip of coffee and nodded. “I take it the handwriting samples were delivered from the client you worked for at the convention?”


    “All six hundred of them.” Claudia scooted her mug to one side. “The box was on the porch when Joel and I got back from Ventura last night. I started going through them right away. I figured Jenna’s sample would be on the bottom, but wonders never cease—it was near the top of the stack.”


    From the folder she withdrew two sheets of paper, one of which she showed Zebediah. “This is the sample you’ve already seen; the one she wrote for me here last Saturday.”


    He took a long look at the small printed writing.


    “It looks lonely and shy,” he said. “I remember you said it indicated insecurity and avoidance of reality.”


    “Yes. It’s not the writing of a weak person, but there are some deep problems with her ego. I would hazard a guess that she suffered some kind of abuse early in life. Not necessarily sexual, but her ego was battered. More like neglect or abandonment.”


    She offered him the second sheet. “This is the sample she wrote at the convention.”


    Zebediah Gold took the paper and looked at the two lines of handwriting. He looked over at her, his eyebrows raised. “This is a completely different style.”


    “Yes it is, my dear doctor,” Claudia replied. “Well-observed.”


    “I don’t have to be a handwriting expert to see the obvious, sweetie. The one from the convention is larger, it’s got loops, the words are spaced close together.”


    She smiled. “Good job.”


    “You’ve taught me enough to know these differences indicate widely varying styles of functioning.”


    “They do indeed. The printed one—let’s call it the Jessica sample—as I’ve said, shows an insecure loner. The cursive one, which we’ll call the Jenna sample, is a more outgoing person with a strong need for love and affection. She’s softer than what we see in Jessica. See how this t-cross bends in a cup shape? She’s easily led and it’s hard for her to say no if someone she looks up to or perceives as stronger wants her to do something. Her writing is also quite neat and regular, a perfectionist.


    “And she’s more emotionally dependent. In its way, despite the ego problems, the Jessica sample is the stronger, firmer, more self-reliant.”


    Zebediah scratched his beard, taking in what Claudia had told him. “In a fugue state where the patient has memory loss they may take on a new identity, as Jessica seems to have done.”


    “And experience a complete personality change.”


    He nodded. “Like a mini case of Dissociative Identity Disorder. And if the personality changed, the handwriting would, too, wouldn’t it?”


    “Yes. But there are two other points of note that I haven’t mentioned yet.”


    “Okay. What are they?”


    “Jessica is left-handed. As you know, handedness can’t be identified conclusively from handwriting, but there are some indicators. For example, she crosses her t’s from right to left, as lefties often do. In the Jenna sample they’re crossed from left to right. And look, it’s noted on her sample that she’s right-handed.”


    “I see,” said Zebediah. “What’s the other point?”


    Claudia put the two handwriting samples side by side on the counter top and tapped them with a fingertip. “Where two very different-looking writings are done by the same hand, I would expect there to still be some subtle similarities.” She looked over at Gold. “I don’t see any here.”
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    Jessica Mack sat on the concrete, smothering under a blanket of darkness.


    Once her circulation had returned to normal and her fingers obeyed, she tore off the watch cap. But even without the foul thing blinding her, she was able to see nothing but a faint sliver of light outlining the bottom of the door.


    The only sound that reached her ears was the distant hum of machinery. The faint smell of pine cleaner burned the linings of her injured nose. Where was she—some kind of janitor closet?


    “Hello?” she called in a thin whisper. “Is anyone here?”


    No answer. All at once, all of the fear, the grief, the pain she had been holding inside overflowed. Jessica stopped trying to be brave and gave herself over to the spate of emotions that rose up and overwhelmed her.


    I don’t want to die for something I don’t even know about.


    You don’t remember your useless life anyway.


    I could make a new life.


    Not now, dumbshit.


    The malignant voice carping at her was almost welcome. At least it was company


    How pathetic, talking to yourself.


    Well, maybe I won’t bother if you’re going to be so damned critical.


    The tears finally eased. Sick of keening alone in the dark, sick of crying and feeling powerless, Jessica licked her fingertips and rubbed her face on her sweatshirt sleeve.


    Doing what little she could to wipe away the sticky blood smeared on her upper lip was a momentary distraction, anyway.


    When she had done all she could, she half-crawled over to the door, her knee protesting every flex of the joint, she stretched out flat and laid her cheek against the concrete. The half-inch of space below the door offered a view of unfinished floor.


    Fighting to ignore the pain in the various injured parts of her body, she got to her feet and rested her hands flat against the wall. The light switch was easy to locate next to the door, but when she flipped it nothing happened.


    Where were her captors? Were they even now discussing her fate with whoever had sent them to take her? And who was giving them orders? Not Simon. He had been too worried when he thought Christine Palmer had hurt Jenna. Palmer herself? How was she involved in Project 42?


    As long as they didn’t know where the Project 42 files were, she might be able to buy some time—for what? She wasn’t naive enough to believe she would be allowed to go free. What could be so important for her to have risked her job, her life, ended her relationship with Simon to hide it?


    If she could just remember what Project 42 meant.


    To what lengths would they go to make her tell them what she knew—which was nothing. And once they got her to confess what she had done with the downloaded files, what then? Whatever choice she made was going to be a no-win for Jessica Mack.


    I am so screwed.


    Don’t be such a defeatist.


    Keeping the fingertips of her left hand in contact with the wall and stretching out her right arm, she took a step into the dark space. Empty air.


    She limped four steps to the right and came to the first corner. Made a right turn. Eight paces to the next corner. Right turn. Six paces. Corner. Right turn. Eight paces. Corner. One pace. The door. In her entire circuit of the perimeter, she had encountered nothing but bare concrete walls.


    Move farther away from the wall.


    I don’t want to.


    A flash of memory. A skinny blonde child, maybe four or five years old, shivering on the deck of a backyard swimming pool. Lowering clouds, a sharp breeze. Not a good day for a swim.


    A tall, dark-haired woman yelling: “Go on, Jessie, jump. Don’t be so stupid, you big chicken.” The little girl started crying that she was scared, that she didn’t know how to swim. She shrank away from the water, but with a cruel laugh, the woman gave her a push that sent her belly flopping into the deep end. The water closed over little Jessica’s head and she inhaled a big swallow of water. Choking...


    Grownup Jessica came crashing back to the present.


    I’m still afraid.


    So why don’t you stay there hugging the wall, stupid! Just stand there and wait for them to come back and kill you.


    I’m not stupid! Stop saying I’m stupid.


    She repeated it out loud. “I’m not stupid. I’m Jessica Mack and I’m an adult now.”


    With those words she recognized that something significant had happened. Her memories of her past were still just as missing, but she had accepted her identity and all that it meant. Like wrapping herself in a tattered old coat, the sensation was not especially comfortable, but there was a familiarity in it.


    Feeling her way back to the wall opposite the door, Jessica slid to the floor and sat on Farley’s knit cap to provide a little insulation from the cold concrete. Grateful for her sweatshirt, she hugged her knees and fastened her eyes on that little sliver of light under the door.


    How long would they leave her here? Were they going to come back for her at all? Or did they intend to let her starve to death and return one day to collect her remains? It shouldn’t take all that long, she was already pretty thin.


    She imagined what it would be like to gradually waste away. How long would it take? Two or three days for the onset of severe hunger pangs gnawing at your stomach. You could go without food for weeks, but you had to have water. How long for your flesh to start to shrivel from lack of hydration, your organs to begin to desiccate?


    The grisly images helped her fend off the other thoughts scratching the edges of her consciousness. Thoughts of a perfect little boy with black curly hair and mischievous eyes that reflected the fierce love she had felt for him.


    A love that had not been fierce enough to save him.


    Time was the enemy, sucking at her like quicksand, dragging her under, one wretched second after another. In this place as dark as her thoughts, she found herself drifting in and out of a half-dream state. Impressions, fragments of memories, thrust their way to the surface.


    She was sitting in an old rocking chair, a tiny bundle in a blue blanket cradled in her arms. Baby eyes gazed up at her, possessed of some secret knowledge of a centuries-old connection to her.


    She had held him close to her heart and promised that she would always love and protect him. A promise too soon broken.


    Her mind slid away from that image and went to the accident. Once again she was staring through the windshield into the emptiness that waited over the edge of the cliff. Rolling and rolling. Her son’s whimpers were the last thing in her ears before she lost consciousness.


    The first break-in. In the Escondido apartment, sitting at her computer, talking to—no, wait, that wasn’t right. Jessica snapped to full wakefulness. Bagshot and his flunkies had invaded the Ventura apartment both times, not Escondido. And in none of her nightmares had she been talking to anyone. To whom had she been speaking? Someone on the phone?


    Web cam.


    She heard the words in her head as plain as if they had been spoken aloud. They made no sense, though. She had run from the apartment “like a bat out of hell,” according to her neighbor, Peyton Butler. Why would she go to Ventura and speak to someone there on the web cam? Who? Not her husband, Greg; he was already in jail. Simon? That didn’t jive with her waking up on the train.


    The more she thought about it, the more confused and agitated the questions left her. Unfolding from a position that had grown cramped and stiff, she pushed herself to her feet and groped her way across the room. Battering at the door with the side of her fist, she yelled as loud as she could: “Let me out! Goddamn it, let me out of here!”


    She yelled until her throat was raspy, but nobody came to tell her to stop. Nobody came for any reason.


    Jessica pressed her hands to her temples. How long would it take to go crazy under these conditions? Would you starve first or would you lose your mind?


    Left alone in the dark with nothing to do but imagine the gruesome things that were going to happen to you, she put her money on losing your mind.


    She considered saying a prayer, but even with her memory gone, something told her that she had not prayed in a long time. Why would she? If God had not heard her prayers to keep her baby safe, how could she expect him to save Jessica Mack from this hell?
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    Finally, through the silence, the sound of hydraulics reached her ears.


    Had she been in the dark place for ten minutes or forty? Two hours or twenty? The sensory deprivation gave her no means to gauge the passage of time.


    Part of her wanted to shrink into the corner and find a place to hide, but another part refused to allow it. In that other part, defiance had formed into a mass as solid as concrete. Whatever her jailers were going to do to her, she intended to face them head-on.


    When the footsteps in the hallway stopped, she was standing in front of the door. A key turned in the lock.


    After hours in the dark, she had to squinch her eyes against the light in the hallway. At first she could not discern the shadowy figure in the rectangle of the door frame, but it was not nearly large enough to be Bagshot or even Farley.


    It was a shock when Kevin Nguyen’s voice spoke. “Why is it so dark in there? My God, what did you do to her? Are you people crazy or something?” The BioNeutronics Director of Security drew a sharp breath. “Holy crap, what happened to her face?”


    “She tripped,” Bagshot lied.


    “You idiot!” Nguyen turned back to Jessica and spoke to her in a soft voice. “Are you all right?”


    All the tears she had shed had not begun to touch the deep well of rage, which gushed up like boiling lava.


    Jessica launched herself at Nguyen, pummeled her fists against his scrawny chest. “Do I look all right?” Hysteria choked her voice to a near-squeak.


    The security chief stumbled backward, his horn-rim glasses clattering to the concrete. Bagshot stepped around his boss and grabbed for her, but Jessica was too quick for him this time. Her fingernails raked down his cheek, the satisfying wetness of his blood letting her know that she had hit her mark.


    Bagshot’s hand went up to his face. “What the fuck—bitch!”


    Putting all her strength into it, she drove her knee into his crotch. He doubled over, clutching his genitals. Straightening, his look held murder.


    Kevin Nguyen shouted, “Stop!”


    Bagshot gave Jessica a rough shove against the wall and took a step back. He extracted a handkerchief from a pocket and held it to his bloody face.


    “The young lady has a right to be upset,” said Nguyen. He picked up his glasses and wiped them on his suit coat before sliding them back onto his nose. “You go away now. I need to speak with her.” He flapped his hands at the big man like an old washerwoman shooing geese. “Go on, you go. Wait for me outside the med suite.”


    Without speaking a word, Bagshot spun on his heel, an obedient soldier obeying his superior officer, and marched down the narrow corridor, his massive back stiff with anger.


    When he was gone, Kevin Nguyen spoke to Jessica in a quiet voice, as if he feared that a louder tone might set her off again. “Please. You must be calm now. I’m sorry for what happened to you. Please come with me.”


    “Come where?”


    Still vibrating with emotion, Jessica pulled away from the helping hand he tried to put under her elbow.


    “To my office. It’s along the hallway here. It’s not very fancy, but...”


    “Fine. Just get me out of here.”


    If they were close to Nguyen’s office, they must be in the BioNeutronics basement. This was a vastly different section than the one she had visited last week when Simon Lawrie had called her down to the lab. Here, the walls and floors were unfinished. Galvanized air conditioning duct work ran overhead along the ceiling. Nobody would ever have thought of looking for her here.


    Jessica followed Nguyen a few yards down the corridor to a locked door. “What time is it?” she asked.


    He consulted his watch. “Seven twenty-three.”


    “Morning or night?”


    “Morning.”


    “What day?”


    He turned a curious look on her. “Tuesday.”


    She would not have been surprised if the security chief had told her it was Wednesday night. It seemed unfathomable that a scant five and a half hours ago she had been lying on her bed, trying to deny the information Detective Jovanic had brought her.


    Nguyen’s office was a windowless utilitarian room. Jessica could not see what was on the screens, but four computer monitors claimed most of the space on his wide metal desk. She guessed they allowed him to keep an eye on the comings and goings of employees around the building.


    Against the back wall an old filing cabinet and a small refrigerator were both stacked high with folders.


    The lone guest chair was piled with magazines and files, DVDs in handwritten jewel cases, and a video camera. Nguyen flashed tobacco-stained teeth at Jessica in a self-deprecating smile. “I’m getting too old for all of this. Maybe time for me to retire soon, eh?” When she failed to reply, he stooped with a grunt and moved the contents of the guest chair onto the floor, making room for her.


    Grateful for the padded seat after the unyielding floor, Jessica sat down and glared at him. “Let’s finish this.”


    “Yes,” Nguyen said. “Let’s.”


    He rested his elbows on the desk and steepled his gnarled hands under his chin, regarding her with a solemn expression. “First, you have my deepest apologies for Mr. Bagshot’s behavior. He stepped beyond the boundaries of his authority and his instructions.”


    “Ya think so? They broke into my apartment in the middle of the night, destroyed my things. They kidnapped me, beat me up—” Jessica started getting worked up afresh. “Look at my face!” She had not seen the damage, but the throbbing in her cheek made her wonder if it was fractured.


    Nguyen shook his head. “It was a terrible misunderstanding. I will see to it of course that anything that was broken is fixed.”


    “Some things can’t be fixed,” Jessica retorted sharply, thinking of the ruined relics of her past that Farley had left littering the apartment. Maybe someday she would remember what they had meant to her and be able to properly mourn them.


    “Don’t worry, you will be well compensated. However...” Nguyen’s pretense of sympathy slid away, supplanted by something far less agreeable.


    Alarms went off in Jessica’s head as he sat back in his chair clasping his hands together in front of him and cleared his throat.


    “There is still the matter of missing files that Mr. Bagshot so overzealously attempted to recover. The fact is, you did download proprietary information from a workstation here at BioNeutronics. You can’t deny this.” He tapped the monitor closest to him. “The evidence is in here. Now, you must tell me what you did with the information that you acquired. Who did you sell it to?”


    “I didn’t sell anything.”


    His expression was deadpan. “Perhaps it’s a matter of my wording. What did you do with the information?”


    “I didn’t do anything. I don’t have any information.”


    “Who are you working for?” Nguyen pressed.


    “You know I work here, for Simon Lawrie. Why are you asking me this?”


    “Ah. I understand that was the story you told Mr. Bagshot, but you and I know it is not true. Don’t we, Ms. Mack?”


    Jessica chose to ignore his use of her real name. “You saw me here yesterday. You were in Simon’s office when I brought those scientists in. We talked on the phone last week.”


    “Yes, I saw you here, but that does not explain what you were doing here.”


    “What’s really going on here, Kevin? Why did those goons break into my apartment twice?”


    Surprise flared in his face. “How do you know that?”


    “How do I know it? I was there!” Her voice rose with emotion. “What did they do to me that first time? You have to tell me!”


    “What do you mean by that, Ms. Mack?”


    “You know what I mean. They did something to my mind. I need to know what it was!”


    Kevin Nguyen sat up straighter, one brow cocked with interest behind the heavy glasses. “Your mind?”


    Jessica jumped out of her chair, choking on emotion. She leaned across his desk, her hands splayed on the blotter. “I don’t know what you sent those men to do to me. All I know is, I woke up on a train with no memory. I know nothing about my life. Why can’t I remember? Tell me what they did to me!”


    Nguyen frowned at her, processing what he was hearing. At length, he said, “This is a very interesting story. Why don’t you tell me everything that happened and I’ll see if I can help you.”


    “It’s not a story, it’s the truth. I got off the train in Ventura and ran into a neighbor who took me to my apartment. That’s when I found out that my name was Jenna Marcott and I decided to show up at work and see if I could figure out what happened to me because, of course, then I didn’t know anything about your thugs. I found out last Saturday that I also used to be Jessica Mack. Was it a drug? What did they do to me? Why do I have amnesia?”


    “This is true about the amnesia?”


    “Of course it’s true. Why would I make up something like that?”


    “That, Ms. Mack, is an excellent question.”


    She could practically see the wheels turning in his head. Was it possible that he didn’t know what had happened to her? Nguyen seemed to ponder what she had told him. At length, he said, “Perhaps you will allow me to show you why I am puzzled about what you’re telling me.”


    She followed when he rose and left the office, led her around a corner to a heavy fire door. Unlocking it, he pushed it open and waited for her to pass through.


    The environment they entered could not have been more different from the one they had just left.


    They were in what appeared to be a reception area, where a petite Filipina nurse in blue scrubs sat behind a desk reading People magazine. She glanced up and nodded a greeting at Kevin Nguyen. Then she caught sight of Jessica and her face went slack with surprise. Her head turned toward a half-closed door across from her desk, then back to Jessica.


    “What—how—?”


    Quelling her with a stern look, Kevin Nguyen beckoned Jessica to follow him into the room that had been the focus of the nurse’s startled glance.


    In the dimly lit room, vital signs blipped silently on a digital monitor next to a hospital bed that was angled toward the door. Nguyen went and stood next to the bedside. He turned to Jessica, and like Vanna White revealing a vowel, he spread his hand and said, “Allow me to introduce you to Jenna Marcott.”
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    She might have been looking in a mirror.


    Is Project 42 a cloning experiment?


    Jessica shook her head, denying what her eyes were telling her. “I don’t understand. Why does she look so much like me?”


    “You tell me,” Kevin Nguyen said smugly.


    Her mind blanked. Without thinking, she pushed past Nguyen and ran from the room, past the nursing station, chased by Nguyen’s shouts. “Hey! Hey! Stop her!”


    She shouldered her way through a door marked “exit”—not the one she had entered with the security chief—and ran smack into Bagshot. His massive hand closed around her wrist and with a vicious jerk twisted her arm behind her, bending her almost double.


    “Lemme go, you bastard!”


    “Bring her back here.” Nguyen’s terse command came from the door. Bagshot hustled Jessica back inside the medical suite.


    “I think—” Bagshot began, but Nguyen cut him off. “Don’t think. That’s not what you’re paid for. Nurse Anna—”


    Jessica’s mind was reeling. She clapped her hands over her ears against the buzzing, but the wasps droned louder than ever.


    Nguyen had identified the young woman in the bed as Jenna Marcott. But how could she be? I’m Jenna.


    No, you’re Jessica.


    I’m both. Aren’t I?


    Distracted by the soft swish of scrubs and a gentle hand on her arm, Jessica let herself to be helped into one of the visitor chairs. The nurse’s voice said, “Put your head down, miss,” and pressed against her neck until her face was almost between her knees. It felt like she’d been living half her life in this position.


    “What are you running from, Ms. Mack?” Nguyen questioned. “Did you think we wouldn’t figure it out?”


    Jessica turned her head and looked up at him. A wave of vertigo made her regret it. “Figure what out?”


    “That you and Ms. Marcott were working together.”


    “Are you crazy? I’m not working with anyone. I’m Jenna Marcott.”


    “It’s clear to me that you are not.”


    “I don’t understand what’s happening. Why does that girl look so much like me?”


    “‘That girl’ is Jenna Marcott,” Nguyen repeated. “You still say you don’t know her? I let you go on pretending to be her for a few days so I could keep an eye you, but I admit, I’m still not sure of your game. So, now it’s time to let me in on your secret.”


    “I told you, I have amnesia,” Jessica repeated. “If I have any secrets, I don’t frigging remember them!”


    Nguyen turned to the nurse, who was regarding the scene as it unfolded like a play, her dark eyes alight with interest. “Nurse Anna, please come.” To Bagshot he said, “Escort Ms. Mack.”


    They all trooped back into the hospital room where the patient, oblivious to the drama unfolding around her, slept on. Blonde hair fanned out around a pale oval face that was a virtual duplicate of Jessica’s. The one conspicuous difference was their hair length.


    “Time for Ms. Marcott to wake up,” Nguyen said.


    The nurse’s eyes boomeranged from Jessica to the young woman in the bed and back again. “But Dr. Kapur—”


    “Is Dr. Kapur your employer, Nurse Anna?”


    “No, sir, but...”


    “Then do as you’re told. Do it now.”


    To the left of the bed was an IV drip pole. Jessica could make out the word “propofol,” printed on the label. The name sounded vaguely familiar until she remembered it was one of the drugs administered to the pop star Michael Jackson prior to his death. Media reports had described it as a drug used by anesthesiologists. The nurse edged around the security chief and reached up to turn off the valve on the bag.


    “Who is she?” Jessica whispered again, unable to stop staring at the young woman Nguyen had identified as Jenna Marcott. “Why is she here?”


    “Ms Marcott is participating in a research experiment requiring in-patient care. The big question is, why are you here?”


    The nurse glanced over at him, her expression discreetly neutral while her stiff body language radiated disapproval. Silent, she stood in a protective position next to the head of the bed where the patient had begun to stir.


    “What kind of experiment?” Jessica pressed.


    “That will be a subject for later discussion. I admit I’m curious about the remarkable resemblance between the two of you. Although, seeing you standing next to her, I can detect some differences,” Nguyen said. “If you weren’t working with her, what were you doing posing as Ms. Marcott?”


    “I wasn’t posing. I told you. I thought that’s who I was. Who I am. I—I don’t understand what’s happening.”


    The patient’s eyelids fluttered. Her lips moved, but the sounds that emerged were nonsense, words jumbled together.


    “Ms. Marcott?” Nguyen said loudly. The patient moved her head, mumbled something indistinct again, and gave a deep sigh.


    “Mr. Nguyen, please give her some time to wake up,” the nurse protested. “The sedation will make her groggy.”


    “How long?” Nguyen asked.


    “About thirty minutes, maybe more.”


    Images were spiraling through Jessica’s head like tumbleweeds: her flight from the Escondido apartment. The Ariel mermaid on her desk at work, the Belle figurine Farley had broken, the two names in the contacts lists on the cell phones. The different voices on the two cell phone greetings, one bright and sunny, the other half-dead. Now she understood why her voice on the one was so listless. It was after the accident....


    “Jess?”


    The weak voice from the bed snapped her back. “I’m here, Belle.” Jessica’s response had been automatic. Then she realized what she had said.


    “Ah!” Nguyen said triumphantly. “You do know each other.”


    “No,” Jessica said, moving further into Jenna’s line of sight.


    “What—?” Jenna Marcott’s eyelids opened halfway and she yawned languidly. “Water.”


    Nurse Anna patted her hand. “I’ll get you some.” She went into the bathroom and returned with a wet washcloth. Pushing past the security chief, she pressed it to her patient’s chapped lips.


    “She won’t be able to drink just yet,” she explained to Jessica, paying no attention to Nguyen. “She’ll have to wait a little while.”


    Jenna licked the drops on her lips. “Wha’ happ’n?” her words were slurred as if she were drunk, her thoughts mixing together. “Where’m I here?”


    “You’re in the medical suite at BioNeutronics,” Kevin Nguyen said. “You’ve been asleep.”


    “Why’m—Where’d you say?”


    Even the timbre of their voices was similar.


    “Don’t you remember?” said Nguyen. “You volunteered to participate in a research experiment.”


    A look of puzzlement passed over Jenna Marcott’s face. She closed her eyes and turned onto her side. “Lemme sleep.”


    The nurse reached over to fix the hospital gown so that it covered Jenna’s naked back. She said, “It’s going to take a little while for her to wake up properly. You should wait outside. I need to remove the feeding tube and the catheter and get her ready for you. I cannot do that while you are in here, Mr. Nguyen.”


    “Feeding tube?” Jessica repeated. “How long has she been here?”


    “I think you can figure out the answer to that,” Nguyen said, leading her out into the outer office area.


    Jessica shook her head, trying to clear her head of growing bewilderment. “You’re telling me she’s Jenna Marcott, and I’m not. You’re implying she’s been here at least since I showed up at BioNeutronics.”


    Project 42. This has something to do with Project 42.


    “Does Simon know?”


    Kevin Nguyen shook his head. “Dr. Lawrie is unaware of Ms. Marcott’s participation in the experiment. He believes and accepts that you are his assistant and his—well, let’s just leave it at that. Obviously, you have him duped.”


    So, Simon Lawrie was not Jessica’s lover after all. That explained why she felt nothing for him. Yet, the door to her memory was still as locked as the dark room where she had been held captive.


    “I am at least Jessica Mack, aren’t I?” pressed Jessica. “Why can’t I remember?”


    Why did I call her Belle?


    Nguyen’s thin lips compressed into an even tighter line. “That is something I hope Jenna will be able to help us unravel.”


     


     


    The nurse had turned up the lights and raised the back of the bed. It was close to an hour later and Jenna Marcott was sitting on top of the sheets, dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt very much like the ones Jessica was wearing. She looked more alert. Her face, still ghastly pale, lit up when they entered.


    “Jess!” she exclaimed. “I thought I was dreaming you, but you’re real! What are you doing here?”


    Jessica hung back, unsure how to respond to this stranger who was her mirror image.


    “You appear to know Ms. Mack,” said Kevin Nguyen.


    Jenna Marcott frowned. “Of course I know her. She’s my twin.”
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    My twin.


    Jenna Marcott’s words acted like tumblers of a lock clicking into place. The door to Jessica’s memory cracked open an inch. When she moved into the light Jenna’s mouth dropped open. “Jess—your face—Omigod, what happened to you?”


    “I—I—” Jessica’s voice didn’t want to work. Her mind was jumping with questions.


    Jenna’s eyes shifted to Kevin Nguyen. “Will somebody please tell me what’s happening?”


    “I have amnesia,” Jessica blurted, talking fast. “I met a guy named Zach downtown and he thought I was you. He took me to your apartment and when I saw the gnome I knew there would be a key and when I got inside I found a purse with ID that looked like me, so I thought—and now you’re saying—”


    Jenna put up her hands, palms out. “Wait! Stop. Are you saying that right now you don’t know who I am?”


    Why didn’t she sound surprised? Jessica bowed her head, shame burning her face. How could she not remember her own twin sister? “I’m sorry, no.”


    Jenna reached out a hand to her, but she was still a stranger and Jessica was none too sure how she felt about being so close to someone she didn’t recognize but who looked exactly like her.


    “You were in a car accident a few months ago,” Jenna began. “You had a head injury.”


    Jessica interrupted. “I know about that part. I mean, I don’t exactly remember it, but I know about it. And I know about—about my—” Emotion welled up in her throat and choked off the words.


    “Ah, Jess, we don’t have to talk about that right now.” Jenna reached out her hands again. This time, Jessica took them and felt an electric current pass between them, binding them in some primal way.


    “Since you had the accident, you’ve had little spells of forgetting, just...certain things.” Jenna glanced at Kevin Nguyen, who was closely following their exchange. “Everything’s so fuzzy. What am I doing here?”


    “You’ve been here for more than a week,” Jessica said.


    Her scrunched in confusion, Jenna tried to understand. “What? A week? That can’t be right. How—?”


    Jessica turned on Nguyen, who was observing them both. “You’re the one behind all this. Tell her!”


    “As I’ve already explained to you, Ms. Marcott volunteered to be an experimental subject in a research study. It’s just the residual effects of the sedation. She’ll remember later.”


    “What kind of research?”


    “If you want to know about our experiments, you will need to see Dr. Polzin.”


    Another tumbler fell into place and the door cracked a little wider. “The first time your men broke in, it was Jenna they kidnapped, not me. But I saw it—”


    A sob caught in her throat as the hazy memory from her dreams came into the sudden, sharp focus of déjà vu. Jessica knew why she had sought refuge in amnesia. Even though most of her past was still locked in a black box and stowed in the far reaches of her mind, she knew it with absolute certainty. “I saw it on the webcam! I thought they killed you, Belle.”


     


    On the heels of her child’s death and her own head injury, the belief that her twin had been murdered by Nguyen’s thugs was more than she could bear. She had shut down emotionally and ended up on the Amtrak Surfliner to Ventura, coming to her sister’s side.


    “We were talking and you went to get a glass of wine,” Jenna said, filling in one more of the gaps. Her eyes widened in remembered fear. “These men came into my apartment while I was waiting for you to come back. One of them grabbed me from behind.”


    “You slammed your head back,” Jessica said, recalling the images she had summoned under the pressure of Bagshot’s questioning.


    “I think I broke his nose.”


    “All I could see was the blood. I thought it was yours.”


    Jenna squeezed her hand tight. “I don’t remember how I got here.”


    Jessica glared at Nguyen. “This is what you call ‘volunteer’ participation?”


    He shrugged. “Ms. Marcott signed a consent form. She must have forgotten we were sending someone to pick her up.”


    “Oh for Christ’s sake.” Jessica wanted to punch him again. “Seriously?”


    Jenna slumped back against the pillows, clearly exhausted by the exchange. “You’re lying, Kevin,” she said faintly. “You did this because I was going to blow the whistle on Project 42.”


    “You have quite an imagination, Jenna,” Nguyen said in a patronizing tone. “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re referring to.”


    “What they’re doing isn’t right and you aren’t going to shut me up.”


    Nguyen made a dismissive sound. “Jenna, Jenna. You’ve been watching too many Forensic Files shows on TV.”


    Jessica held her tongue. Her sister was unaware that the flash drive on which she had gathered what she believed to be incriminating files was sitting under a pile of rotting noodles on her kitchen counter, a fact she was not going to reveal to Nguyen.


    “If anything happens to me—us—” Jenna said.


    “Why would anything happen to you?”


    “You already kidnapped me. What’s next? You have us killed?”


    “You have quite the flair for melodrama,” Nguyen said with an amused chuckle.


    Jessica pointed to her bruised face. “Nice that you think it’s funny, but I wouldn’t call this melodrama.” Still trying to grasp the weirdness of looking at what was essentially her other half, she addressed this person on the bed who had said she was her twin. “His thugs broke in again and wrecked your living room, and you can see what they did to my face.”


    “That was a regrettable mistake,” Nguyen broke in smoothly. “But as I’ve explained, you will be well compensated. Call it...a bonus.”


    “You arrogant asshole,” Jessica shouted. “How can you pretend everything is okay?”


    “Everything is okay.” Nguyen patted the bed. “Now, Jenna, if you’re feeling up to a car ride, I’m going to ask Mr. Bagshot and Mr. Farley to see you home.”


    “You’re letting us go?” Jessica saw skepticism reflected in Jenna’s face and realized that even their expressions and mannerisms were the same. It was an uncanny sensation, one that would take some time to get used to.


    Nguyen shrugged. “You had a break-in. What are the authorities going to say? As you ladies just discussed, your sister suffered a head injury that causes memory problems. She’s an unreliable historian.”


    “If we both tell them the same—”


    “Sisters supporting each other with some outlandish story of kidnapping? Please be my guest, call the police.”


    “When they see these bruises and what those men did to Jenna’s apartment, they’ll have to take a report and investigate,” Jessica said.


    Nguyen’s smile was so cold it sent shivers over her. He tipped his head in Jenna’s direction. “Ladies, I am not at all concerned about you calling the police. Feel free to blow whatever whistles you like. There is nothing for anyone to find.”
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    Bagshot herded them into a service elevator, then out through a metal roll-up door that opened onto a small loading dock behind the building. No one spoke and Bagshot did everything possible to avoid eye contact with either sister. Three bright red gouges ran from eyelid to chin on his right cheek. Jessica, who had broken a fingernail venting her wrath, took a primordial pleasure in any pain she had caused him. She hoped it hurt like hell; Bagshot had earned it.


    Nate Farley drove the SUV up to the dock and Bagshot hustled the two of them into the backseat. Neither man offered aid to Jenna who, after so many days of relying on a feeding tube for nutrition, was weak and needed help walking.


    Ignoring her own injuries, Jessica was glad to offer support. She could feel the ice inside her beginning to thaw, her guard lowering as she drew comfort from the physical connection to the one person in the world who knew more about her life history than anyone else—more, in this moment, than Jessica herself knew.


     


     


    Jenna, entering the apartment first, hesitated on the threshold. Behind her, Jessica knew what she was seeing: tables upended. Cotton batting from the disemboweled loveseat cushion clumped on the floor like dirty snow. Childhood mementos shattered.


    Taking a few unsteady steps into her living room, Jenna sank to her knees with a strangled cry.


    Jessica stood a few feet behind her, not wanting to intrude on her sister’s grief. She was going to need time to absorb what had taken place in her ten day absence.


    For Jessica, the fact that these were not her own possessions as she had believed they were made it no less wrenching to watch Jenna reach for the weather-beaten old teddy bear that Farley had mutilated and clutch it against her. Or run her hands over the books whose covers he had ripped away—books she had kept because she cared about them. Jenna’s wounded expression said it all. Her eyes reached the smashed figurine of Belle. “Didn’t they leave me anything, Ariel?”


    In some crazy way that made no sense, Jenna’s suffering caused Jessica a pang of guilt, as if it had been she, rather than the home invaders who were responsible for the destruction. Feeling the need somehow to absolve herself, she started right-ending the tables. “There was nothing I could do to stop them,” she said softly.


    “I know.” Jenna released a shuddering sigh and pushed to her feet. “I can’t let those bastards get away with what they’re doing.”


    “We’re outgunned,” Jessica pointed out, lending her sister a steadying arm. She was more than ready to leave BioNeutronics and whatever experiments they were conducting and never look back, but Jenna shook her head. “I’m not going to let it go, Ariel.”


    “Right now, you need to go to bed and rest. I’ll bring you some tea and toast.”


    Jenna allowed herself to be shepherded into her bedroom. Jessica helped her get settled, then went to the kitchen and dropped two slices of wheat bread in the toaster.


    She nuked some water and dunked chamomile tea bags in two mugs, adding a spoonful of honey to each.


    While waiting for the toast to pop she washed her face and hands in the kitchen sink and dried them on a paper towel. She was afraid to look in the mirror and see the damage Bagshot had done. Her nose felt less swollen, but her cheek still throbbed like a toothache.


    Returning to the bedroom, she found Jenna curled in a fetal position on the right side of the bed, looking very young and vulnerable.


    Is that how I look, too?


    An old cliché popped into her head: two peas in a pod. As Kevin Nguyen had pointed out, there were subtle differences, but the face on the pillow was amazingly like the one that looked back at Jessica from the mirror every day. Even with the difference in their hair length, they were alike enough that she had mistaken Jenna’s driver’s license photo for herself.


    With some effort, Jenna pulled herself up on her elbows and accepted the tea and toast. She looked pale and ill. She said, “I feel so—messed up. What the hell did they do to me?”


    “What was this “experiment” Nguyen claimed you volunteered for?”


    “I didn’t volunteer!”


    “Shhh, of course you didn’t.” Jessica sat on the edge of the bed. “You need to eat, get those drugs out of your system.”


    “I will,” Jenna said. “Climb in with me so we can talk.”


    “I feel gross after sitting on that floor all night. Do you mind if—”


    “Take whatever you like,” Jenna said, not needing to hear the rest of the request.


    The hint of a smile played around her mouth. “We’ve always shared clothes. Maybe you don’t remember.”


    Jessica rummaged in the nightstand for a pair of shorts and a Tee-shirt. “I’ve been sharing yours for the last ten days.” Dropping her Levi’s where she stood, she winced as she bent her knee to step out of them.


    “My God!” Jenna cried, pointing at her sister’s leg. “They did that to you, too?”


    Jessica looked down at the right kneecap, which had taken the main impact of her fall and was red and swollen.


    “There’s an ice pack in the freezer,” Jenna said. “Make one for your knee and one for your face.” Then, as Jessica went to the kitchen, called after her, “Take some ibuprofen, too.”


    Feeling as though a piece of a puzzle had been fitted together, Jessica did as she was told. She came back and climbed under the covers, slapped the icepack over her knee, then positioned her pillow against the wall behind her. “I guess I’m lucky they didn’t do worse.”


    “There’s nothing lucky about that,” Jenna said, pointing to her sister’s bruised face. She adjusted her pillow next to Jessica’s. “Why do you think they let us go?”


    “You mean you didn’t buy Kevin’s explanation?”


    “I don’t buy anything that little toad says.”


    “Me neither. Was there an experiment, or was he just blowing smoke?”


    “They did something. My head feels stuffed with oatmeal.”


    “If he was telling the truth, you were in a drug-induced coma for about ten days.”


    “I remember blurry faces looking down at me and I heard voices, but I couldn’t understand what they were saying. You know what’s weird? That’s exactly what you told me when you came out of the coma after the accident.”


    “That’s an experience I wish we didn’t have to share. Jen, tell me about Project 42. What did you mean when you told Nguyen you were going to blow the whistle?”


    “They took me to stop me from talking about what they’re doing.”


    “Simon took the project away from me. I mean you. He’s—”


    “‘Took it away’?” Jenna set her mug and half-eaten piece of toast on the nightstand and stared at Jessica, waiting for an explanation.


    “When I went to work on Tuesday, he told me that all the files were removed from the work station and that I—you—were off the project. They brought in two new scientists to finish the project. Neither of them speaks English, so no problem with them saying the wrong thing to anyone. Plus, they’re working in—”


    “—the private lab,” Jenna finished for her. “I set up that lab so it wouldn’t have to go through the purchasing department. Jess, what do you know about Project 42?”


    “Not a thing.”


    Jenna kicked the bedspread back and started to get out of bed, then fell back against the pillow with a groan. “Damn, I’m so dizzy, but I’ve got to get to my office. I—”


    “Downloaded the files,” Jessica finished for her. Odd how she knew just what Jenna was going to say. Her twin didn’t seem surprised. “How did you find out?”


    “Because I found where you hid the flash drive—”


    “In the rubber tree plant.” Now it was Jenna’s turn to finish the sentence.


    Jessica explained how the woman from the plant maintenance company had found the plastic baggie sticking up from the potting soil.


    She described her abortive attempt to get the bootleg files out of the building, her nighttime attempt to retrieve it, and Farley’s interception.


    “Why’d you throw it out the window?” asked Jenna. “You could have just waited until the next day and walked it out.”


    Jessica shook her head. “After that woman got pulled out of line for a strip search, I couldn’t take that chance.”


    “We have to go back and get it. It’s the one way I can prove—”


    “Chill, Jen. It’s here.”


    “Here? My flash drive is here?”


    Jessica related how the gardener had returned the drive and she had hidden it under the Chinese food. “It’s still on the kitchen counter in the takeout bag. Didn’t you smell it when we came in?”


    “Holy cow, Ariel! Good thinking.”


    “I almost told those goons about it last night. I’m glad I didn’t.”


    Jenna said, “One day while Simon was out I copied everything from the Project 42 directory off his computer. Then we had this huge fight about the project and I never got a chance to go through them.”


    “Downloading the files set off an alarm in Kevin Nguyen’s computer.”


    “That’s what I was afraid of. That’s why I decided to bury the flash drive in the plant. I knew there was high security on it, but I didn’t know exactly how they had it set up. Simon and Kevin worked that out and he didn’t tell me.”


    “Kevin must have totally freaked when I showed up at work,” Jessica added. “Here comes someone who looks like you, says they are you, while he knew you were unconscious in the basement. He couldn’t very well accuse me of being an imposter without exposing what he’d done.”


    “It’s not the first time we’ve traded places, Ariel. You took a math test for me in high school; sometimes we traded dates.” Jenna gave a small laugh. “I can’t believe you thought you were me.”


    “What else could I think? I woke up on a train not knowing who I was. Like I told you, I ran into Zach and he brought me here. There’s still so much that’s not clear, but over the last couple of hours, since you woke up, my memory has been trying to wake up, too. It started when Detective Jovanic was here yesterday.”


    “Who’s that?”


    “Detective Jovanic? He’s been trying to help me find out what happened to me. Dr. Gold introduced me to him.”


    “Dr. Gold? My therapist? Wow, you sure did take over my life, Jess. That feels a little weird.”


    “No lie. Anyway, Dr. Gold thinks I’m you. He hypnotized me to see if I could remember anything.”


    “Well, did you?”


    “I saw Greg—the accident—though at the time I didn’t know who he was. Detective Jovanic brought me the accident report yesterday. He came up from L.A. with his girlfriend.”


    “His girlfriend?”


    “Claudia Rose. The handwriting analyst you met at a convention you attended with Simon.”


    “Oh wow, I remember her. She was great.” Jenna’s expression softened. “Poor Jess, it must have been awful for you.”


    “I just knew I would find blood everywhere, but there wasn’t any, just a little spot.” Even though she now knew what had happened, the terrible apprehension Jessica had experienced upon first entering the apartment swept over her again. She couldn’t help shuddering.


    Jenna squeezed her hand. “They must have cleaned up after they took me. Thank you for coming to look for me, Jess, even if you didn’t know that’s what you were doing. You’ve always looked out for me.”


    “I have?”


    “You’re ten minutes older and you never let me forget it,” Jenna grinned. “Don’t worry, Ariel, I’ll fill you in on everything.”


    Ariel. Belle. Nicknames they must have used since childhood. Jenna confirmed it. “We fought over the names. You wanted to be Belle, but I started crying, so you gave in and let me have my way, as usual. I was always a spoiled brat.”


    Jessica listened keenly, soaking up every detail, every little tidbit. It all seemed vitally important. She felt a spark of excitement, knowing that she would get her questions answered at last. One question, not about her own past, pushed to the forefront. “I found the torn up picture of you and Simon in the drawer.”


    “It was the only picture I had of us together. Even after I ripped it up, I couldn’t make myself throw it in the trash.” Jenna scrunched her eyes together as if to barricade herself against an unwanted image, but tears leaked through her lashes. “I told him I didn’t want to see him anymore, but he wouldn’t listen. He kept calling that night. I finally turned the phone off.”


    “I know, I found it under the bed. He left a load of voicemails and texts.” Jessica got up and limped to the bathroom for some tissues for her sister.


    Jenna accepted the wad and blotted her wet face. “I’m done with him,” she said in a tight voice.


    “He doesn’t know about Nguyen and what he did to you. You should have seen his expression the first time he saw me. He accused his wife of sending someone after you.”


    Jenna’s face lit up, then fell. “He’s married to a senator who’s running for president. How stupid am I?”


    “Jen, I didn’t know you were having an affair with him, did I?”


    “It’s all so humiliating. He’ll never leave her, I finally figured it out.”


    “Why didn’t you tell me?”


    “How could I?” Jenna’s voice rose and spots of color suffused her pale cheeks. In that moment, she looked like a little girl who’d dipped into her mother’s rouge.


    “I started seeing Simon after your accident. You’d been in a coma, then we were grieving for Justin. Greg was in jail for murder. I would have been as much of an asshole as that asshole you married if I’d dumped my problems on you, too.”


    Jessica, who had not intended it as an accusation, was stunned at the intensity of her sister’s response. “It’s okay,” she said, trying to soothe the tempest her words seemed to have raised. “I get it.”


    “I don’t think you do!” Jenna jumped out of bed and, keeping a hand on the wall for support, left the bedroom, leaving Jessica staring after her. “Look at this mess!” She stood in the middle of the living room, hands raised in the air. “It’s not right to leave a place like this.”


    “Why are you so mad?” Jessica asked, following her.


    “Mad? Me? I don’t get mad, remember? I clean.”


    “What?”


    “Oh, that’s right, you don’t remember. I’m OCD Jenna.” A boulder dropped to the pit of Jessica’s stomach as her twin tore into the kitchen and began wrenching open cabinet doors. The sounds of slamming them shut seemed as loud as a gunshot.


    Reaching under the sink, Jenna seized a plastic garbage bag from the box. She ripped the bag open and marched into the living room, grabbing her mangled possessions and stuffing them roughly into it. She turned on Jessica. “How could you let them do this?”


    Jessica recoiled as if she had been slapped. “Let them? What could I have done to stop them?”


    “Something. Anything! What the fuck’s wrong with you? I’m gonna burn all this shit, I swear I am.”


    Jenna’s hands were shaking violently. She hurled the half-filled trash bag to the floor, spilling its contents. Jessica strove to keep her voice as low and calm as her twin’s was harsh and ragged. “We can deal with all this later. Some of it might be fixable.”


    “No! It’s no good now. Those people are evil. They’ve screwed up everything they touched.” Heedless of Jessica’s growing bewilderment, Jenna continued her rant. “What do you care anyway? It’s not your stuff! I’m going to burn it all, right here, right now.”


    She marched back to the kitchen and began scrabbling through the junk drawer. “Where are the matches?” she shrieked. “I can’t find the matches. What have you done with my goddamn matches? Where are they?”


    Jessica’s mouth had gone dry, her chest constricted in fright. The wasps were back at it, full force in her ear.


    “Jenna, stop it! You can’t friggin light a fire in the living room.” Her twin, her mirror image, was a demented movie of herself.


    “I’m going to burn it. All of it.” Jenna twirled, pointing an accusing finger. “What have you done with the matches, goddamn it?”


    Something had gone horribly wrong. Jessica might not consciously remember, but she knew instinctively that this was not the sister she had grown up with.


    For a sickening moment, facing Jenna’s smoldering rage, she was afraid that her twin would physically attack her.


    Then Jenna found the book of matches.


    In three quick strides Jessica closed the space between them. Seizing her sister’s shoulders, she gave her a sharp shake. “Stop it! Do you hear me? Jenna!”


    The slim body stiffened under her touch. They stared at each other. Jenna’s gaze was as empty as a bottomless pool.


    Gradually, the emptiness cleared, replaced by confusion. She covered her face with her hands. “What’s wrong with me, Jess? Oh my God, what did they do to me? I think I’m going crazy.”


     


    


    

  


  
    



    t h i r t y


     


     


     


    Jessica closed the bedroom door behind her and began the sad task of sorting the less badly damaged items that might be repaired from those that would have to be thrown out. She had coaxed Jenna back to bed with promises of tidying up the living room so that her sister would not have to look at the destruction wrought by Nguyen’s men.


    As she worked, the echoes of Jenna’s question hung in the air: What in hell did they do to me? And Jessica’s own question: Why did they let us go?


    She set aside the teddy bear and its torn limbs, determined to sew them back on. She was no seamstress, but she would do her best. The Belle figurine was a total loss. The loveseat cushions would have to be re-upholstered.


    Still reeling from the jolts of the past sixteen hours, Jessica numbly stuffed cotton batting back inside the loveseat cushions. She had gone from knowing nothing about herself to finding out she was a bereaved mother with a jailed husband awaiting trial, to being kidnapped and tortured, then learning that she had a twin sister.


    It’s too much. How can I deal with it all?


    She tried to pat down the ugly bulges in the leather, but the rip across the seat was a grim reminder of what had taken place here. Maybe she and Jenna would go furniture shopping together and she would be able to forget.


    Yeah. As if.


    Forgetting might no longer be an option. Jessica could feel her memory starting to open up moment by moment.


    She had a feeling that once the dam burst there would be no going back.


    The China Wok takeout bag with its secret cargo hidden under the pile of noodles still sat on the counter. She removed the container from the bag and opened the lid, gagging at the pungent odor. Pushing aside the congealed food with a fork, she exposed the baggie.


    “Is that my flash drive?”


    Startled, Jessica jumped. She had not heard the bedroom door open or Jenna approach. Her sister stood right behind her.


    “You scared me,” she said, fishing the baggie from under the noodles. She dumped the food into the garbage disposal and took the flash drive out. “Are you feeling any better?”


    “Yes, a lot stronger. I’m sorry I overreacted before. I’m just not feeling like me. I—”


    “It’s okay,” Jessica said, handing her the little device. “Feel like booting up the computer?”


    “You know I am. Let’s see what we’ve got.”


     


     


    Leaning over her sister’s shoulder, waiting for the computer to boot up, Jessica asked whether the computer was a recent purchase.


    Jenna shook her head. “No, I’ve had it for a while. Why?”


    “So there should be some data files on it?”


    “Of course there should. Why?”


    “There’s nothing but programs. No emails, except for junk email that’s come in since you were gone, and one from Zach.”


    “Shit! They must have thought they’d take care of it by erasing everything, in case I’d already uploaded the Project 42 files.”


    “But we win. We’ve still got the files.”


    Jenna inserted the flash drive into a USB slot. “Cross your fingers, Ariel.”


    A second later they were looking at a list of 431 files, the contents of a folder named P42. Jenna pumped her fist. “Yes, we win!”


    “Sweet.”


    “Some of the Word files are specs Simon had me type up for the overall project. We can skip those. They’re the objective, the scope of work, stuff like that. Those are the ones with my initials—JM at the front.”


    “What exactly is the objective?” asked Jessica.


    “It has something to do with stimulating certain parts of the brain to act like a Viagra-type drug.”


    “You mean Project 42 is something that gives horny old guys a hard-on?”


    “Well, that’s an elegant way of putting it.”


    “Oh, excuse me, I meant ‘it treats erectile dysfunction.’ You mean that’s what all this hoopla about?”


    “It’s not just horny old guys who use those kinds of drugs, Jess. There’s a huge market for them—no pun intended. Beside, Project 42 isn’t a drug. It’s some kind of electrical stimulation device.”


    “Sounds kinky.”


    “Not that kind of stimulation. Brain stimulation. And it’s not just for men.”


    “Unisex brain stimulation? Why kidnap us over that?”


    “That’s not why they kidnapped us. They kidnapped us because they think I know what Project 42 really is.”


    “What is it really?”


    “I’m not sure yet.”


    Jessica frowned. “If you were going to blow the whistle on it, you must know more than that.”


    “Some of the memos I saw between Simon and the client bothered me, but I didn’t have enough information to go public.”


    “The client—Dr. Kapur?”


    Jenna shook her head. “He’s just a front man who’s in charge of the project.”


    “Well, who is the client?”


    “One of the subsidiaries of the Morton Brothers Foundation.”


    “Okay, I don’t mean to sound uninformed, but who is that?”


    “It’s an international conglomerate that owns companies up the wazoo. Hundreds of them. They pretty much run half the world.”


    “Half the world?” Jessica echoed.


    “I’m not joking, Jess. WikiLeaks released some information on them awhile back. Morton Brothers entities pretty much run the governments of several smaller countries. I have a feeling they’re aiming to do the same here in the U.S.”


    “With a sexual brain stimulant?”


    “No. There’s something else going on in Project 42. The volunteers in the clinical trials aren’t being told the truth about the experiments—that’s what I discovered from those emails. I asked Simon, hoping he would deny it, that he would convince me I was wrong, but he didn’t. He just warned me to let it go.”


    Jessica remembered the note she’d found in Jenna’s purse on her first night in the apartment: I’m warning you, Jen, back off. Now! You have to give me more time. She had later recognized the handwriting as belonging to Simon.


    She said, “But if it’s such a big deal, why a small lab like BioNeutronics? Or—do the Mortons own the lab?”


    “That’s what I asked Simon.”


    “and he said...?”


    “Basically patted me on the head and told me to be a good little girl. We’d just made love and he said he didn’t want to talk about work.”


    “But you didn’t let it go, did you?”


    “Of course not. I kept ragging on him until we got into this huge fight. He tried to convince me that it’s because BioNeutronics has such an excellent reputation and because we don’t take government funding, so we’re truly independent.” Jenna gave her a sour look. “We may not take government funding, but remember who Simon is married to.”


    “A U.S. senator who’s running for president.”


    “You got it. She’s wrapped up in this whole thing, I just know it.”


    “Dr. Kapur came from DC with her last week.”


    “See what I mean? Simon got way too quiet when I started asking him about his wife and the project. He shut right up and wouldn’t say squat about it.” Jenna got up, talking over her shoulder on her way to the kitchen. She poured two glasses of apple juice.


    “I’ve been working on a theory. I did some research on the company that brought the project to BioNeutronics. It’s definitely a subsidiary of the Mortons. I think they might be secretly funding her presidential campaign. It can’t be a coincidence that twenty-four hours after I start voicing my concerns over the project and threatening to go public that I end up some kind of guinea pig in the medical suite of the lab.” Her voice cracked. “Simon betrayed me.”


    “You think he told Palmer?”


    “Of course he did, she has him totally whipped. I don’t believe he sent those men after me—or you, but she would do anything to protect her own interests. I know she’s involved up to her ass.”


    “Do you have any proof?”


    “Jess, are you listening to me? The Mortons own the company that’s behind Project 42 and Palmer is running for President—they own her.”


    Jessica thought about that. It all seemed to add up. “Kevin Nguyen is working for the Morton people, then?”


    “Or directly for Palmer.”


    “She threatened me.”


    “What did she say?”


    Jessica had no difficulty remembering Christine Palmer’s words. “She said, ‘We know what you’re up to, you little scammer. Don’t think you’re going to get away with it.’ Do you think she meant about you blowing the whistle? Or did she mean me, thinking I was an industrial spy, like Nguyen believed? Because she must have known they were already holding you.”


    Jenna’s face reflected her frustration. “She’s an evil bitch and she threatened you—doesn’t that tell—”


    A loud rapping on the front door interrupted her mid-sentence.
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    Zebediah Gold was worried. Despite what he had said to Claudia, he was deeply afraid that Jessica—he had to remind himself not to think of her as Jenna anymore—might have hurt herself.


    The drive up to Ventura from Venice had taken twice as long as it should have. He must have been nuts to think PCH would be faster than the 101 when there was road construction along the Santa Monica end, and the tourists and surfers were still clogging the Palisades and Malibu. He had been two hours on the road, during which he hadn’t much resembled the Zen therapist Jessica had seen in his office. He had fretted and fumed, second-guessing himself the entire way that he should have insisted on accompanying Joel Jovanic when he brought Jessica the news of her son’s death.


    He had decided that if Jessica failed to answer the door, he would call Ventura PD and request a welfare check.


    Hearing sounds from inside the apartment when he knocked, he let out the breath he had unconsciously been holding. The door opened and a surprised face peeped out at him.


    “Dr. Gold! What are you doing here?”


    “Hello, Jessica. You weren’t answering your phone, so I wanted to make sure you were okay.”


    “I’m Jenna,” she said, which put him on alert.


    He had been concerned that after learning about Jessica’s car accident she would dissociate again and not recognize him. Then the door opened wider and for a moment a startled Gold wondered


    whether he was seeing double. That is, except for the black eye and bruises on one of the faces.


    “Look what I found out,” the bruised version said. “We’re twins.”


    Gold blinked in confusion. “Not what I was expecting. What—”


    “Come in,” they said in unison and stepped back for him to enter.


    One of them offered him the armchair and both went to put on coffee, with promises to bring him up to date on everything that had happened.


    Gold, bemused at the turn of events, but thankful to have his concerns about Jessica allayed, wanted to know first about the collection of bruises on her face. The ruined love seat seemed an ominous portent. What had happened here?


    Jenna brought the coffee, while Jessica fixed a towel over the cushions. The two of them sat close together, Jenna primly with her hands folded in her lap, as she had in his office, Jessica fidgeting. Their looks were eerily alike, but the temperamental differences were conspicuous to a trained observer.


    Jenna began, then Jessica took up the astonishing tale. They took turns until they had reached the end.


    “So, Nguyen says the police aren’t going to believe us,” Jessica wrapped up. “Do you think he’s right?”


    “Detective Jovanic could answer that,” said Gold. “But I’m sure he would agree that you should file a complaint with Ventura PD. This is all mind boggling—and from me, that’s saying a lot.”


    “You do believe us, don’t you?” Jessica asked. “I know it sounds crazy, but...”


    “It’s so crazy we couldn’t make it up,” Jenna added.


    “I believe what my own eyes are telling me. The two of you could be clones,” said Gold.


    “It’s easy to see how the people at your job might be fooled, not seeing the two of you together. I certainly believed she was you, Jenna.”


    He tugged at his beard, contemplating what they had told him. “From what this Nguyen said, they’ve anticipated you reporting them. I expect they’ve removed or destroyed any physical evidence of BioNeutronics’ involvement in any wrongdoing. But at the very least, the police can open a vandalism investigation and start there.”


    “But what about the fact that Jen was kept under sedation all that time, not knowing what was happening to her?” Jessica said. “And what about my face? The bruises are evidence, aren’t they?”


    Gold nodded. “It definitely shows you were assaulted, though how you can prove who did it is questionable. As for Jenna’s situation, if Nguyen claims to have a signed consent form for whatever they did to Jenna, it might complicate matters, but that shouldn’t stop you from filing a complaint.”


    “It can’t be my signature,” Jenna stated flatly. “I would never sign anything like that. Or if they got me to sign while I was drugged, that would be illegal. Couldn’t I hire Claudia Rose to prove that I didn’t sign it?”


    “You could, but first, you’ll need to get a copy of the document.”


    “I’ll get a copy.”


    Seeing the stubborn set of Jenna’s jaw, Dr. Gold believed that she would do as she’d said. His glance went from one twin to the other. Looking at them side by side, Jessica had a slightly more delicate prettiness. But separate them and anyone would be hard pressed to identify which was which.


    “I must confess,” he said, addressing Jenna, since Jessica wouldn’t know the answer. “I’m curious about you two. Did you fool people a lot growing up?”


    “We used to switch off at school and on dates,” Jenna told him. “We switched off when one of us was getting punished, too, which was too often. We shared the punishment.”


    “I haven’t even thought about family,” Jessica said. “Finding my other half is enough for me.”


    “We were adopted at birth,” Jenna said. “I think what our parents wanted was a pair of little dolls to show around in public, and then put away in a closet until the next time. They weren’t very nice people.”


    “Was the mother very tall and thin with longish black hair?” Jessica asked.


    “Yeah, that’s Lorraine,” Jenna said, getting excited. “Do you remember her?”


    “While I was locked in that room last night I had a flash. I think she pushed me into the deep end of a swimming pool when I was pretty young.”


    “She did. You were crying bloody murder because you couldn’t swim. She thought it was funny. The gardener had to drag you out. I was scared to death you’d drowned. You never wanted to go near the water after that.”


    “Yet, we both live near the beach.”


    “We lived in Ventura when we were growing up. You moved to Escondido after the accident. There was an insurance settlement...”


    “What about the father?” Jessica interrupted.


    “That’s Parker. He’s a bigshot in the banking world, way too busy at the office to notice what his wife was doing, which was spending her life drugged to the eyeballs, or out at bars with her girlfriends.


    Lorraine’s big into the social scene. Until we were about twelve and started rebelling, she liked to trot us out in matching dresses that the nanny picked out for us, big pink bows in our hair. Aside from those times, she pretty much ignored us.”


    “That feels familiar,” Jessica said. “Cold.”


    “That’s why we left home the minute we could and never looked back. We had each other, and that was always enough.” A scowl darkened Jenna’s features. “Until you married that piece of crap Greg, anyway.”


    “Stop. I’m not ready to go there.”


    “You’ll have to face it sometime.”


    “Not now, okay? I don’t want to think about it.”


    “Sticking your head in the sand won’t make it go away.”


    “Yes, it did.”


    Zebediah Gold, who had been paying close attention, fascinated by the way the two sisters interacted, decided it was time for him to cut into the dialogue and head off the argument that seemed to be brewing.


    “I can see that you two have different ways of operating. Maybe you should slow down and take some time to get to know each other again.”


    Jenna glared at him with an open hostility that seemed not at all to fit with the impression he had formed of her. Jessica said, “You’re right, Dr. Gold. It was really nice of you to come all the way up here to check on us—although you didn’t know there was an ‘us.’


    “We appreciate your concern, but as you can see, we’re fine,” Jenna added stiffly.


    Gold smiled. “Yes, you’re safe for now, but after all you’ve both been through, “fine” may be stretching it.”


    “We can handle it.” Jenna said, standing up. “Thank you for coming. We’ve got a lot of files to look through on the computer, so...”


    Sensitive to the dismissal, Gold rose. “I’m glad you have each other to lean on. Is there anything I can do to help you through this?”


    Jenna answered quickly. “No. Thank you, there’s nothing you can do. The questions we need to answer right now are on that flash drive. Maybe after we’ve figured that out...”


    “Are you sure you still want to be involved in that?” Dr. Gold asked pointedly. “It’s already proved dangerous to both of you. Maybe you should consider letting it go.”


    “That’s what I think, too,” said Jessica.


    Jenna walked to the door and opened it wide. “Thank you, Doctor Gold,” she said. “We’ll think about it. And we’ll let you know if we need your help.”
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    Jenna locked the door behind Dr. Gold with a decisive click.


    “That was rude,” Jessica said. “He drove a long way to see if we were okay.”


    “He was going to try and talk us into giving up on the Project, and that’s not happening.”


    “Why not just hand it over to Detective Jovanic and let him figure out what to do with the information.”


    “I don’t have enough evidence for them to do anything. They’ll just laugh at me”


    “You don’t know that. Anyway...”


    “What those people are doing is wrong, Jess.”


    “Of course it is, but like Dr. Gold said, after everything that’s happened, are you totally certain you still want to try and fight them?”


    “Especially after everything that’s happened. If they got away with what they’re doing I could never live with myself.”


    “But you’re not even sure what it is they’re doing.”


    “I’m sure they’re experimenting on people without telling them the truth about it. I just don’t know specifically what it is. I don’t even know what they did to me. Now, are you with me or not? I was doing it alone before you got here. I can finish it alone.”


    “No,” Jessica said, with more than a twinge of misgiving. “I can’t let you get into any more trouble by yourself.”


    “What was the email that got you thinking something was wrong?” Jessica asked.


     


    They had eaten a quick lunch of cheese and crackers and fruit. Jenna was back at the computer desk, Jessica stretched out on her stomach on the bed.


    “It was from Dr. Kapur,” Jenna said. “A printout of an email was stuck in some papers Simon gave me to file. He obviously didn’t know it was there.”


    “What did it say?”


    “I’d already read some of the memos about advertising for subjects with sexual dysfunctions, and also normal people who would like to boost their sexual prowess, male and female—like, who wouldn’t? We were advertising at colleges and sex clinics, places like that.” She paused and went through a series of mouse clicks that brought up an email on the screen. “I’d typed up all those specs, so when I found this printout, I read it. But then...Look, here it is, the original email.”


    Jessica got up and bent over Jenna’s shoulder to read the monitor.


    Venerated Dr. Lawrie,


    “Kind of a strange greeting.”


    “He’s from Bangalore. They’re much more formal than we are.”


    “Okay...” Jessica continued reading aloud.


    The first rounds of animal testing have been a rousing success— pun intended. We are now ready to begin testing human subjects. The subject will, of course, be able to fully control the main device. The sub-device, which the subject will be completely unaware of, will piggyback off it. Currently, it has a range of about 1 mile +-.


    Frowning, Jessica re-read the words out loud. “Am I reading this right? There are two devices and one is unknown to the person who gets it?”


    “That’s what got my attention. The way I read it, the volunteers are getting something they didn’t agree to.”


    “So, if the sexual stimulant is the secondary device, what does the main device do?”


    “My point exactly! And whatever it is, if they don’t know about it, it needs to be exposed. Maybe if we keep digging through all these files we’ll find the answer. When I call the FDA or FBI, or whatever 3 letter organization controls things like this, I don’t want to look like some wacko.


    “I didn’t want Simon to get into trouble, so before I did anything, I had to see what else he might not have shown me. That’s why I downloaded everything from his computer that had anything to do with the project. I hid the flash drive in the planter and was planning to go back for it on the weekend. I planned to invent some excuse to go to the office.”


    “Like I did with the coffee cup,” Jessica said.


    “Twin minds thinking alike,” Jenna said, scrolling down the monitor. “There’s a whole batch of emails here. Let’s see what they say.”


    They scanned through the list, but most contained nothing more enlightening than routine scheduling issues.


    “Boooring,” Jessica said with a wide yawn after a long series of uninteresting communications between Simon Lawrie and Dr. Kapur.


    “Take a break,” Jenna said. “I’ll keep going for a while.” She pointed the cursor at the next envelope icon and started to read. “—holy crap, wait! Jess, look at this.”


    My Dear Dr. Lawrie,


    Another test subject—not the one we discussed last week—has been experiencing unanticipated side effects. The pulse generator has become unstable and he needs to be immediately removed from the trial.


    “I wonder what the side effects were,” Jessica said. “And I wonder whether it was the primary or the secondary device that gave him the problem.”


    “That’s a very important question. We need to know who the test subjects were that had problems.”


    Jessica got down flat on the floor and began to bicycle her legs to keep her bruised knee from stiffening up. She felt like a creaky old woman.


    “Are there any spreadsheets or database files that would list the people participating?”


    “How would that help? We don’t know who the subjects are that Kapur is referring to. He said “another” test subject.”


    “Wouldn’t they have to record it when someone was booted from the trial?”


    “Yep. If we can find out who they are, we can call and pretend to be following up for the lab.”


    Jenna sorted the computer list by file type and browsed through it. One file had an xls extension, which designated it a spreadsheet. She double-clicked on the file to open it and her eyes brightened. “Here we go, Ariel!”


    The rows and columns of data that filled the screen gave Jessica a zing of excitement. “It’s got names, code numbers, contact information, everything! How many people are in the study?”


    Jenna tapped the Ctrl and End keys, which took her to the bottom of the spreadsheet. “Two-hundred forty seven.”


    “Okay, now go to the top of the document and look at the column headings. Is there one for rejects?”


    “Jeez, Jess, give me a chance....There’s a column titled “dismissed.” That must be it.” Using a keyboard command, Jenna selected the entire spreadsheet and sorted it by the column she’d pointed to.


    When the sort was complete, the top four cells had a date entry in the “dismissed” column. The following rows in that column were blank, which meant that four people had been removed from the study.


    The dates in the cells for the “dismissed” subjects fell within the previous two months. Following the row back to column A with a fingertip on the monitor, Jenna pointed out that three of the subjects who had been dismissed were male, one female.


    “Read me the names and phone numbers,” Jessica said, picking up the pen and steno pad that were still on the nightstand since the night she had found Jenna’s mobile phone.


    After Jessica recorded the numbers, Jenna set her cell phone so caller ID would not identify her name or number, and dialed the female subject.


    Candace Childers, age 36, lived in Moorpark, a few miles from the BioNeutronics lab. An automated message came on, informing them that Childers’ voicemail box was full.


    “Let’s Google her,” said Jenna. She pulled up a browser and typed in the woman’s name and town.


    “She’s on Facebook,” Jessica said, pointing over Jenna’s shoulder to the top Google result. The link took them to Childers’ Facebook profile. “Jeez, why would she need a sexual stimulant?”


    Candace Childers’ profile picture portrayed an attractive woman lying on a lounge chair in a semi-provocative pose. She wore black leather pants with an emerald green tank top. Head thrown back, cascade of copper hair; seductive smile.


    “Oh hell,” Jenna said in a troubled voice. Jessica looked to where she was pointing. Several posts had been left by Childers’ Facebook friends.


    “We miss you, Candy.”


    “Wish there were more like you.”


    “When will it stop hurting?”


    “RIP, Candace.”


    “Today, I heard that song you used to love and I cried.”


    Jenna rubbed her hands over her face. “Does that sound to you like it does to me?”


    “If it sounds to you like she’s someplace we’re never gonna get to talk to her unless we hold a séance.”


    “I wonder what happened. Car accident? She was 36.”


    “It doesn’t say. We’re out of luck on that one. What’s the next number?”


    “Tyrone Spence, age 48, lives in Goleta. That’s a forty mile drive to the lab.” Jessica read out the phone number and Jenna punched it into her cell phone and counted off the rings—two, three....


    “Hello, is Mr. Spence available?” There was a pause, then she said, “This is uh, Mary Jones with the BioNeutronics Laboratories. I’m calling to follow up on—excuse me?” Jenna looked over at Jessica, her eyebrows lifting into her hairline. Jessica could hear a raised voice coming through the phone, but the words were undistinguishable. Whatever the person on the other end of the line was saying, they were pissed.


    Jenna said, “I—yes, I—I’m so sorry to hear—Can you tell me—oh, I see. Thank you, Mrs. Spence, I’m so sorry to have disturbed you.” She ended the call and turned to Jessica with a troubled expression that confirmed Jessica’s fears. “Tyrone is in a psychiatric hospital and his wife blames it on the BioNeutronics study.”


    “Did she say what happened?”


    “A week or so after he got into the study he started having extreme headaches and acting fucked up, like a crazy dude—her words.


    “She said he was having these mood swings and then he got violent, which was out of characters. It was bad enough that she called the cops and had ol’ Tyrone picked up on a three-day hold. The hospital kept him, even after the hold expired.”


    “Why would she tell you all that?”


    “I think she’s so furious, she’d tell anyone.”


    The sisters exchanged an uneasy glance. “Could be a coincidence,” Jessica said. “Maybe Tyrone was already a fucked up crazy dude when he went into the study.”


    Jenna shook her head. “Uh uh. The specs called for all subjects to be screened for psych problems before they could be accepted into the program. We have to assume the research people followed the protocol. They would have to if they wanted to keep the funding. Who’s next on the list?”


    “Matthew Casey, age 52. Lives in Venice.”


    Jenna punched up the number. “Hello, is this Mr. Casey?” She nodded at Jessica with a thumbs up. “Mr. Casey, this is Mary Jones with BioNeutron—just calling to follow up on your—I—what’s that? Well, okay, sure. When would be a good time? Are you still at your Venice address? Good. How’s tomorrow at 1:30? I’ll see you then. Thank you.”


    “He asked for a meeting?” Jessica said in surprise when Jenna ended the call.


    “He actually sounded kind of spooked that I called. Said he didn’t want to talk on the phone. So, we’ve got a road trip tomorrow.”


    “Do you think he’ll call the lab and check your creds?”


    “No, it wasn’t like that. He didn’t seem suspicious, just a little nervous. Who’s next on the list?”


    “Sean Gilchrist,” Jessica read from her paper. “Woodland Hills.”


    “That’s another 80 mile round trip. These guys are pretty motivated to improve their nookie.” Jenna punched in Gilchrist’s number and put the phone to her ear. A moment later, she signaled Jessica that someone was answering the call.


    “Could I speak to Sean Gilchrist, please? Mary Jones with BioNeutronics Laboratories to—he what?” The color leached from her face. “Oh, I—I see. I had no idea.” Jenna listened in silence for what seemed a long time. Then she said, “Oh, yes, uh, I guess some wires got crossed. I apologize for—”


    Staring at the phone as if it could tell her why the call had abruptly been terminated, she turned to Jessica. “Gilchrist is dead. He had what she called ‘a psychotic episode’ and killed himself three weeks ago.”


    “Jesus. What else did she say?”


    “I quote, ‘ What do you want me to say, ‘thanks for the money?’ I want my husband back. Can you give me that?’”


    “Wow. If they paid her off, Isn’t that an admission of wrongdoing?”


    “She would have had to sign a confidentiality agreement when she accepted the money.”


    “Jen, what are the chances it’s a coincidence that two of the four people thrown out of the study are dead and a third is in a psych ward?”


    “That would have to be a pretty big coincidence.”


    As if even after all that had happened the implications were too much to grasp, Jenna looked over at her twin with growing alarm. “Jess, what’s going on here? What did they do to these people—and me?”


    


    

  


  
    



    t h i r t y – t h r e e


     


     


     


    Jessica woke with a start from her first dreamless sleep since falling into the black hole of amnesia. The room was dark and for a terrified instant she was back locked in the basement room at BioNeutronics. It took a moment to get her bearings and realize she was alone in her twin sister’s bed.


    Then she smelled smoke.


    Racing across the bedroom to the closed door, she touched her hands to the wooden surface. Finding it cool, she opened it an inch. The acrid smell of burning paper came from a small bonfire in the middle of the living room floor.


    In the flickering light she could make out the slight form of her twin through the smoky haze, dropping an armload of books onto the pyre, one at a time. The fire was starting to take hold.


    Above the bedroom door, the smoke detector started wailing.


    Jessica ran toward her, panic swelling. “What are you doing? Jenna! What are you doing?” Either not hearing, or ignoring the shout, Jenna dropped another book onto the flames, sending a shower of sparks into the air.


    When Jessica grabbed her arm to pull her back, Jenna planted her feet and twisted out of her grasp, books tumbling to the floor. She dropped to her knees, scrabbling to retrieve them.


    I have to call 911.


    Where had she left her purse—Jenna’s purse....


    Someone was pounding on the door, yelling over the noise of the smoke alarm.


    “Jen! Jen! Are you okay? Jenna!” The voice belonged to Zach Smith, the upstairs neighbor. Jessica rushed to unlock the door, seeing with relief as he pushed past her that Zach had a kitchen fire extinguisher.


    The sight of Jenna dumping the trash bag onto the floor halted him mid-stride. He spun back around to Jessica, puzzlement on his face: what the...? But instead of wasting time asking the question, he yelled for her to get water.


    He yelled at Jenna, too, to move, but whatever had control of her mind had immobilized her. Eerily illuminated in the firelight, her eyes were enormous, each dark pupil dilated to the edge of its blue iris.


    Zach elbowed her none too gently out of the way and aimed the fire extinguisher at the base of the fire. As a plume of white powder blanketed the burning books he yelled at her again. “What the hell’s wrong with you?”


    Her palms pressed against her stinging eyelids, Jessica stood at the kitchen faucet filling a cooking pot with water. Thank God the floors were all ceramic tile. Carpeting would have had the place in flames by now.


    When the pot was three-quarters full she carried it into the living room and dumped it onto the smoldering embers. Hot steam rose in a hiss as she turned to Zach. “I don’t think she can hear you.”


    Zach’s mouth formed a question that he did not get a chance to ask. A fat man in striped pajamas pushed the front door wide open and stood in the frame. “Hey dude. The fuck’s going on? You people okay in here?”


    “Yeah, man.” Zach said. “We got it, thanks. I think we got it covered.”


    “You call 911?”


    “We’re okay. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure it’s all out.”


    “What the hell, man? I can smell smoke up in my place. What happened? It’s three a.m. I hafta work in the morning.”


    Jessica fetched a dish towel from a kitchen drawer and began fanning the smoke detector, addressing the neighbor over her shoulder. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. It was an accident.”


    He made a thick sound of incredulity. “Doesn’t look like any accident to me.” He pointed at Jenna, who was on her knees again, her lips moving silently as if in prayer. “Looks like goddamn arson. What the hell—?”


    Jessica kept fanning, but the smoke alarm was wailing loud enough to pierce alligator hide. “Can we talk about it later? Please? I need to take care of my sister.”


    The fat man scowled and she thought he was going to argue with her. Not that she could fault him for being bent out of shape. He shook a warning finger at her. “Okay, fine, but I will be back. I hope you have renter’s insurance.”


    Renter’s insurance? We’ll be lucky if we don’t get arrested.


    A knot of neighbors in robes had flocked to the gate of Jenna’s unit and were talking among themselves. Jessica heard the fat man advise them that the show was over, then his heavy footfalls sounded on the stairs, followed by the slam of a front door.


    When Zach climbed on a chair and removed the battery from the smoke detector, the ensuing silence was as deafening as the shrieking alarm. He jumped down and addressed Jessica. “I didn’t know you had a sister,”


    “Actually, I’m the sister. This is Jenna’s apartment.” She held out an unsteady hand. “I’m Jessica.”


    He took it and held onto it firmly for a moment too long. “Jesus. Are you saying—”


    “It’s a long story, Zach. Too long for right now. God, if you hadn’t brought that fire extinguisher—”


    His eyes held curiosity and concern, but he did not press her. Letting go of her hand, he tipped his head toward Jenna. “What’s wrong with her?”


    “I don’t know.” That was only half a lie. They did not know what had been done to her, but without a doubt she had been experimented on in a way that affected her behavior. Jessica wrapped her arm around her sister’s shoulders and drew her to her feet. “You’re sure we don’t need the fire department?” she asked Zach.


    He shook his head. “Leave it to me; I’ll open up the doors and windows, get this smoke out of here, and I’ll get the burned stuff out to the patio.”


    Jessica gave him a tremulous smile. “Zach to the rescue again.”?


    Guiding her twin like a life-size doll, she walked her past the sodden lump of books that were already wicking up the water that pooled on the tile. A filthy, stinking mess.


    Jessica sat her unresisting sister on the toilet lid. She cleaned the streaks of soot from Jenna’s face and hands and legs, murmuring to her as if she were telling the truth that everything would be okay. Just as she had with her son.


    And all the while Jessica worked, Jenna chanted in a sing song whisper, “Burn it down. Burn it all. Burn it all down.”


    


    

  


  
    



    t h i r t y – four


     


     


     


    They were separated in age by ten minutes, but Jessica had always felt like the much older sibling. She knew this because during the night, while she kept a vigil over her twin, some important chunks of her memory had re-emerged from the black hole into which they had disappeared. But for all the painful facts and details she could now recall with aching clarity, nothing in Jessica’s past could have prepared her for the situation in which she now found herself.


    What had Raisa Polzin and her comrade done to Jenna during her ten day absence at the lab? Looking down at the features so very like her own, Jessica considered her sister’s bizarre behavior. Jenna had always been the good twin; the one who was eager to please and do what it took to gain approval and acceptance, especially where men were concerned. Her sudden changes of emotion the day before, the way she had yelled at Jessica, was as out of character as a bunny attacking a tiger.


    Jessica had assumed it was the aftereffects of the trauma and the anesthesia Jenna had been given over so many days. But setting the fire took it to a whole new level.


    As soon as her head hit the pillow, Jenna had lapsed into a deep, coma-like sleep. As the hours passed, too keyed up to sleep, and afraid of what her twin might do next, Jessica sat beside her and waited for morning.


    She could never have handled Jenna and called 911 at the same time. Zach seemed to have a talent for being there when she needed him.


    Listening to him mopping up the mess in the other room, she thanked their guardian angel, or whoever was watching over them, for his fire extinguisher and his readiness to help.


    When the cleaning noises in the living room ceased and Jessica heard the door close, she tiptoed into the living room. Zach had done what he promised and hauled the mess out to the patio. He had left the kitchen window and the sliding glass door to the tiny patio open to allow the noxious fumes to escape, but the place still reeked of smoke and wet pulp.


    Jessica checked the damage, which was relatively minor and confined to the living room. Charcoal burn marks blackened the ceramic flooring and the leather skirting of the loveseat was scorched. Thank God no one had been hurt.


    Except Jenna.


    Jenna woke at seven, asking about the nauseating smell that permeated the apartment. Beside her, half-dozing, Jessica roused herself. “You don’t remember?”


    “Remember what?”


    “Setting fire to the living room.”


    Jenna sat bolt upright in bed, staring at her with wide, uncomprehending eyes. “What?”


    “You. Set. The. Living room. On. Fire. You don’t remember any of that?”


    Jenna slowly shook her head. “I remember being exhausted last night. We went to sleep and I just woke up. You’re serious?”


    “Believe me, I’m totally serious. Thank God Zach heard the smoke alarm.”


    “Holy crap. I set fire—what the hell’s wrong with me?”


    “Isn’t it obvious they did something to you? We can’t fight BioNeutronics on our own. We have to let Dr. Gold help us find a neurosurgeon or...”


    “I know. You’re right, but I—” Jenna stopped mid-sentence. She dove out of bed and dashed to the bathroom. The sounds of her vomiting made Jessica a little green herself.


    Waxy-faced and shivering, Jenna lurched back into bed and pulled the covers up to her chin. “My head hurts. My stomach feels like hell.”


    “It’s a reaction to the drugs and then the smoke,” Jessica said, doing her best to hide her rising fear. What was happening to her twin?


    Jenna buried her face in the pillow, her words muffled by the soft down. “I feel horrible, Ariel.”


    “Ah, Belle, I’m sorry. Want me to brush your hair like when we were kids? You always said it made you feel better.” How comforting it was to have an old memory to call on.


    “Yes, please, Ariel.” Jenna curled onto her side and drew her knees up to her chest the way she had while she slept. “I’m so scared. I don’t know what’s happening to me. Something’s wrong inside my head.”


    Jessica fetched a hairbrush from the bathroom and began to draw it through her sister’s shoulder length hair with smooth strokes. “We’ve got to get out of here this morning. We can drive down to my place. I want you as far from BioNeutronics as we can and get you some help.”


    “We have to go see that guy who left the study—Matthew Casey. All those other people who dropped out are dead.”


    “He’s on the way to Escondido. We can stop in and see him and—what’s wrong? Did I hurt you?”


    Jenna reached a hand up and touched a spot near the top of her skull. “It’s very tender right here. It feels like a bruise. Can you see anything?”


    Remembering how she had asked Dr. Gold to do exactly the same thing, Jessica knelt on the bed with a spooky sense of déjà vu.


    She gently parted the hair on Jenna’s scalp. What she saw turned her blood to ice. “There’s a little area that looks like it was shaved—the hairs are shorter there—but it’s well hidden. It almost looks like an insect bite in the center. I mean, it’s not, but it’s sort of a pinpoint red spot.”


    Jenna twisted around and stared up at her in anguish. “Oh my God. Oh my God, Jessica! That’s what Kevin Nguyen was talking about—the experiment. They’ve implanted the device in me! They made me act crazy. They made me set the fire.”


    For the second time, Jenna scrambled out of bed and made a mad dash for the bathroom. But this time there was nothing left but dry heaves. Tears were streaming down her face when she returned.


    “What are we going to do, Jess? I have to get this thing out of me.” She seized her head with both hands as if she would like to rip it off her neck. “What else are they going to make me do?”


    Jessica limped over to the closet and pulled out her backpack and a small suitcase and tossed them onto the bed. “Pack some clothes, Belle. We’ll leave right now. We’ll visit Matthew Casey, but I think we need to get to my apartment and finish checking out the Project 42 files.”


    First, they would have to buy a new laptop to replace her wine-soaked one, but that seemed of little consequence compared with what was facing her sister. “We should call Detective Jovanic,” Jessica added. “He’ll know what to do.”


    Jenna, feverishly plucking clothes from dresser drawers, made no argument. “Let’s get out of here now. We can call him from the car. We have to go!”


    Jessica was in the kitchen putting food into a bag to eat on the road. A moan from the bedroom sent her rushing back. “Belle, what’s wrong?”


    Jenna was doubled over on the bed, clutching her stomach, her face pinched with pain. “Cramp. Ah man...hurts.” The cramp held on for about sixty seconds.


    Jessica felt helpless, the way she had while she’d been imprisoned in the basement, and she hated that feeling. She said, “When we get away from here, we’ll find a hospital and...”


    Jenna, who was pulling on a pair of jeans, threw her a look of incredulity. “And do what? Tell them I’ve been implanted with some kind of microchip without my permission and it’s making me act like a wacko? Might as well say I was abducted by aliens. We don’t even know what the device is supposed to do. It’s sure as hell not programmed to make me have better sex.”


    “The implant will show up on a scan.”


    “No scans! The specs said a CT scanner or MRI could cause severe burns around the implant.” Another cramp overtook her then and she rolled into a ball on the floor, rocking herself.


    Jessica stepped around her and unplugged the flash drive from the computer. She dropped it into her backpack and finished packing their clothes. The sooner they got on the road, the better.


     


     


    They took the 101 south. No meandering along the Coast Highway today.


    A couple of times Jessica glanced in the rear view mirror, but the car she thought might be following them hung back, making it impossible to know for sure. She did not tell Jenna that she had noticed the same white sedan a few cars behind them almost from the time they had left the apartment.


    More than likely it was a coincidence, but she kept a careful eye on the vehicle until it exited at Van Ness Avenue in Sherman Oaks.


    She drove fast, eager to get out of Ventura and closer to their destination. Jenna’s cramps were worsening and Jessica intended to take her to a hospital when they got to the Venice area, whether she wanted to go or not.


    They were merging onto the 405 when Jenna’s cell phone rang. The ring tone was a song called Just Can’t Get Enough by The Black Eyed Peas. “It’s Simon,” she said with a shamefaced duck of her head.


    “Don’t tell him anything. Remember, he thinks you’ve been at work for the last two weeks.”


    Jenna answered the phone. “I’m not coming in today, Simon. I’m sick.” Her face crumpled, as if hearing his voice was too painful for her. “Why don’t you listen? I told you I don’t want to see you anymore.... I can’t do this, I—” She closed the connection and set the phone in the cup holder between them.


    “I’m sorry, Jess,” she sobbed. “I’m such a screwup. I know I should never have gotten involved with—” Jenna broke off with a soft groan, rocking her body back and forth.


    Jessica glanced over and saw a dark stain spreading high up on the leg of her twin’s Levi’s, confirming a suspicion that had been forming. “Oh, Belle, you’re pregnant, aren’t you?”


    “Two months. I wasn’t sure, but—”


    Jessica finished the sentence in her head. Not anymore.


     


     


    By the time they arrived at the emergency room at St. John’s Medical Center in Santa Monica, Jenna’s skin was sickly white and she was hemorrhaging. Against her protests, the on-call doctor admitted her for observation. He had wanted to examine the injuries to Jessica’s chin and cheekbone, too. She looked like somebody’s punching bag, but she ignored his pointed inquiry and suggested he stick to taking care of her sister.


    Jenna’s cold hand squeezed hers with a desperate pressure. “You have to keep the appointment with Matthew Casey. You have to go as me.”


    Jessica squeezed back to remind her that they were together in this, wherever it led. “Yes, Belle, if you want me to, I’ll keep the appointment.”


    “Find out what happened to him, please.”


     


     


    The hospital was less than ten miles from Matthew Casey’s house. Leaving a change of clothes from Jenna’s suitcase, Jessica promised to return to the hospital later and fill her sister in on her meeting with the one surviving volunteer who had left the BioNeutronics program.


    She left a voicemail for Detective Jovanic to call her back and headed south on Lincoln Boulevard. On the way, she detoured at a CVS and purchased some heavy pancake makeup designed to camouflage serious blemishes.


     


     


    Everything about Matthew Casey was average—build, hair color, looks.


    He was the type you passed on the street and never noticed. Even his modest home was indistinguishable from its neighbors, which was saying a lot, since homes in Venice tended to be unique.


    Jessica’s first glimpse of him was one brown eye, peering out at her with suspicion through a small grate in his entry door. He just stared at her, waiting for to speak.


    She had practiced aloud the alias Jenna had given him over the phone the day before so that it would come out effortlessly. Still, Jessica found she was nervous anyway. Doing her best to keep the quaver out of her voice, she said, “Mr. Casey? I’m Mary Jones from BioNeutronics. We spoke on the phone yesterday.”


    Matthew Casey’s spoke almost in a whisper. “Show me some identification. Hold it up so’s I can see it.”


    That was something she hadn’t counted on. Luckily Jenna’s employee ID badge was in Jessica’s pocket, where she had left it out of habit. She fumbled it out and flashed it at him, making sure to cover the name “Jenna Marcott” with her finger.


    Casey flicked a look at the photo of Jenna, then looked at Jessica. “Your hair’s different,” he said.”


    She gave him a bright smile. “Yes. I just got it cut last week.”


    Apparently satisfied with her answer he opened the front door a crack and stuck his head around it. He gazed over Jessica’s shoulder with anxious eyes and looked up and down the street as if searching for someone. Not seeing anything suspicious, he opened the door a little wider and allowed her to squeeze past him, locking it behind her as soon as she was inside.


    His clothing was as average as he was: off the rack light blue Oxford shirt, fastidiously tucked in; tan slacks, brown loafers. His skin was pallid, as if, despite living close to the beach, he spent most of his time out of the sun.


    Jessica followed him along a short hall to an office-cum-den at the rear of the house. The small room, which had undoubtedly been a second bedroom in a previous incarnation, had the appearance of a solitary man’s abode. Forty-six inch TV, red plaid sofa, a well-worn recliner. A laptop computer sat on an ottoman in front of the chair.


    “We can’t be seen from the street back here,” Matthew Casey said in a low voice that sent a shiver up Jessica’s back.


    “Are you worried about being seen?”


    Casey went over and closed the laptop so Jessica couldn’t see the website he had been viewing. He indicated that she should seat herself on the sofa, while he took the recliner.


    “They’ve been watching me,” he said. Had his eyes always darted around the room the way they did now, as if he were on high alert for danger? Or was it his experience with BioNuetronics that had left him hypervigilant? Jenna had said the volunteers were all screened for mental health issues.


    “What makes you think you’re being watched?” Jessica asked.


    Casey stopped his surveillance of the den and tapped the top of his head. “I can feel it here.” He zeroed in on her. “Why are you here, Mary Jones? What do you want from me?”


    Jessica, already suspecting that she had entered the presence of a nut job, gave him the warmest smile she could muster.


    “We like to follow up on people who are released from the study, see how they’re doing.”


    “I already signed all your papers. I took your damn payoff.” Casey’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not going to complain to any authorities about what happened to me. So what I want to know is, why would you care now how I’m doing?”


    “We do care, Mr. Casey. Can you tell me about your experiences with our lab? This interview is confidential and independent of the research project. I don’t have your records. I do know that you left the study early.” Jessica knew she was taking a chance with this approach, but something in his face told her it had been the right thing to say.


    “You don’t know what happened to me?”


    “No, I’d like to hear your story. How long did you participate in the study?”


    He hesitated. “I lasted three weeks.”


    “Can you tell me what happened?” Jessica prompted when he didn’t continue.


    “I—I—” Casey’s breathing quickened. “After the implant....”


    “Was there a problem with the, er—insertion?” She couldn’t think of what else to call it, but he shook his head.


    “No, that was totally painless. For a few days, I even thought I might be one of the placebo subjects—you know—where they didn’t do anything but made you think they did? They told me that was a possibility when I signed up.”


    Jessica understood that in pharmaceutical research a certain number of anonymous subjects were administered a placebo instead of the genuine drug. “Did you meet with a psychologist at the lab before entering the study?” she asked.


    “Oh yeah, I sailed right through that,” There was a degree of pride in the way he said it. “No problems there. I never had any of those kinds of problems before.”


    Jessica waited a few seconds, noting that his forehead a fine sheen of perspiration had broken out on his forehead. He took a folded paper towel from his shirt pocket and patted it dry.


    “Are you okay, Mr. Casey?”


    “Call me Matt.”


    “Okay, Matt. Would you like me to get you a glass of water?”


    In obvious discomfort, he dabbed the paper towel against his neck. “No. Let’s do this.”


    “Okay, you were telling me about your experience after the implant.”


    Casey sat silent and unblinking, his eyes suddenly as empty as a hologram on pause. The seconds stretched out.


    Jessica’s heart rate picked up as she waited for him to say something, His blank expression reminded her of the way Jenna had looked when she was looking for the matches and again, after the fire. After thirty seconds had passed in silence, she leaned forward. “Matt?” Jessica prompted.


    Casey seemed to catch himself, frowning at her with an expression of puzzlement. “Uh, why am I talking to you again?”


    “I’m following up on the BioNeutronics study,” Jessica said, enunciating her words carefully.


    “Oh, yes. The study. Um, they said if I got the real device, it would help me with—well you know...” He lowered his voice. “I had prostate surgery awhile back, and it left me—”


    “I understand,” Jessica interrupted, not eager to hear the details of his operation. “So you had a procedure to implant the device in your brain”


    “Yeah, it was quick, easy. Overnight stay at the lab, and I was back home.” He covered his mouth with his hand, gave a girlish titter. “I have to say, it worked great. I felt wonderful, my girlfriend was very happy.”


    “But you left the study because—”


    Casey looked away, shifting uncomfortably in his chair. Then, moving so fast that Jessica jumped, he sat on the edge of his seat, tilting his body closer her. “Who wants to know about this? Who are you reporting to?”


    “As I mentioned, it’s an independent follow up. Completely confidential, Matt. Nobody will know what you tell me.” Jessica justified the lie to herself. She would certainly share what Casey told her with Detective Jovanic and anyone else if she thought it would help Jenna.


    “You’re not with them, are you? The ones who are watching?”


    “No, I’m definitely not with them.”


    Casey leaned further toward her, apparently trusting the conviction in her voice. He lowered his own voice to a whisper. “About a week after I got the implant, my girlfriend started complaining. She kept telling me I was doing things I didn’t remember doing.”


    Jessica felt a chill. “What kinds of things?”


    “She said I got violent. That’s crazy. I’m not a violent person. Why would she make that up? And then she showed me a big bruise on her arm, told me I’d knocked her down and she fell against the dresser. I would never hurt her. Why would she say something like that?”


    “What do you think happened, Matt?”


    “She must have made it up. I have no memory of doing anything that, and I would remember something like that, wouldn’t I?”


    His voice rose, becoming more agitated with every word. “I’m not a violent person. I’m not!


    Jessica put her hands out to calm him down. “It’s okay, I believe you.”


    “Then there were other times when she’d say I was much more loving than usual and that I’d do nice things—you know, sex things, and—”


    “Do you remember doing the nice things?” Jessica broke in before he could get graphic. Matthew Casey cocked his head to the side, a smile curving his thin lips. “What I do remember is a feeling of extreme pleasure, like I was floating on a cloud and nothing could bring me down.”


    “So it wasn’t all bad?”


    “No, sometimes it was fantastic. That’s what I remember. That’s why I didn’t want to give it up when they made me leave the study—it felt so good. At least the money is helping tide me over until I can get back to work.”


    “You’re not working?”


    Casey scowled. “I lost my job over it. They lied, too. Accused me of acting crazy, having mood swings. Isn’t it against the law to fire somebody for that? I mean, it’s not my fault, right?”


    “Do you mind if I ask you how much the lab offered you?”


    “Sixty-five thousand—a year’s pay.”


    “So, you signed some papers that said...” Jessica trailed off, hoping he would finish her sentence.


    “Yeah, yeah. I signed away my right to complain if the problems continued. They cover my therapy visits, too, for life, so all in all, it was a pretty good deal.”


    “And are you continuing to have problems?”


    “The only problem I have are those people out there, watching me. Why are they doing that? Do they think I’m going to go back on my word? Do they think I’m stupid?”


    “Relax, Matt, nobody thinks you’re stupid. Have you seen somebody spying on you?”


    “Of course, not. They’re too clever to let me see them. But I can feel them.” He tapped his head again. “I can feel them in here.”


    “Have you thought about having the implant removed?”


    “The lab people said it can’t be removed—I forget why. You know, I liked the way it made me feel—the good feeling, I mean. I don’t remember the bad feeling, and of course, I wouldn’t want to keep making that happen if I did. What’s weird is, it didn’t seem to have anything to do with whether I activated the device or not. It just happened randomly.


    “Sometimes I’d realize that I didn’t know what I’d been doing for maybe the last fifteen minutes.”


    Like Jenna not remembering setting the fire.


    “How is the device activated, Matt?”


    He jumped up from the chair. “Wait here, I’ll show you.” He left the room, returning a moment later holding a plastic case that looked like a small electronic tablet. “This is the transmitter. I just had to press a couple of keys and it would happen like magic. Look—”


    “Uh, that’s okay, you don’t have to demonstrate,” Jessica said.


    Casey’s cheeks flushed bright red. “Well, of course I’m not going to demonstrate it! Jesus! You think I’m some kind of perv, or what? Anyway, they de-activated the transmitter when I left the program. I was supposed to return it, but...hey, what kind of person do you think I am, anyway?”


    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you.” Jessica stood up and extended her hand to him. She’d gotten what she came for and considering the way his paranoia seemed to be heightening, she was ready to go.


    “Thank you, Matt. I appreciate you talking to me.”


    Casey looked at her outstretched hand, looked at her. His eyes blanked again, as though a shade had dropped down, concealing all that made him who he was.


    His jaw slackened, his pupils dilated and he drew himself up. He was about five-eight, one-forty, but all at once he seemed to grow larger. “Who are you?” he demanded. “What do you really want?”


    With memories of Bagshot and Farley still fresh in her mind, Jessica pushed past him into the hallway. “Thanks for your time,” she said. Her car keys in were in her hand. She slipped the keys between her fingers, as she had learned to do as a method of self-defense.


    She had no wish for a confrontation with Matthew Casey, but if she had to use her keys as a weapon, she was ready. Jessica got hold of the door knob and felt Casey’s hand on her shoulder. as she tried to turn it. Locked.


    “You’re with them,” he accused, squeezing her shoulder hard enough to hurt. “You’re trying to to do something bad to me.”


    Without a second thought, Jessica wheeled around and slammed her elbow into him. Casey reeled backward and landed on his butt, almost taking her down, too. Recovering her balance, she hurled herself at the front door, grabbing for the key. Casey picked himself up and came at her with a low growl in his throat.


    Jessica twisted the key and wrenched open the door. She sprinted across the lawn, unlocking the Nissan with the key fob even before she reached the curb. Matthew Casey was still shouting after her when she locked herself in the car and accelerated away.


    She had almost reached the end of the block when she caught sight of a familiar white sedan, parked on the street.


    


    

  


  
    



    t h i r t y – f i v e


     


     


     


    It was the same car she had seen before, Jessica was sure of it. The windows were tinted, the visor down, which prevented her from seeing the driver. Whether it was Farley, Bagshot, or someone else, she had no clue, but she had no doubt that Kevin Nguyen had set a tail on her. There must be at least two of them switching off, like on the cop shows. When the white car exited the freeway in Sherman Oaks, she had let down her guard. They must have set a second tail on them then. The white car had picked them up again later when she was not paying attention.


    Of course Nguyen was not about to let them go as easily as he had pretended.


    Jessica phoned the hospital and was told that Jenna was being prepped for a D&C after the miscarriage and would not be able to speak to her for several hours. At least her sister would be safe for the time being.


    Heading back north to Ventura, she called the BioNeutronics main phone number. It was time for a confrontation after all.


     


     


    When Keisha Johnson answered, Jessica identified herself as Jenna and asked to be connected to Simon Lawrie. Keisha sounded surprised, probably wondering why “Jenna” had not called Simon’s mobile number, but perhaps because she heard Jessica’s no-nonsense tone, put her through without comment.


    “Changed your mind, doll baby?” Simon said when he picked up the call. “Want me back already?”


    The lightness of his tone enraged Jessica. It was because of him that her twin was in excruciating physical and emotional pain. And what affected her twin affected Jessica.


    “This is not Jenna,” She answered in a tight, cold tone. “My name is Jessica Mack. I’m Jenna’s sister.”


    “What the hell are you talking about? You never said you had a sister.”


    “Did you ever ask if she had a sister, Simon? No, I didn’t think so. You kept her busy taking care of your needs, you arrogant asshole. We’re identical twins. I’m the one you’ve been working with for the past couple of weeks. Remember, the one with the haircut?”


    “What?”


    “Surprise, surprise. Want to know why? Because Kevin Nguyen had Jenna kidnapped over your goddamned precious Project 42, and—”


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Simon cut in swiftly. “But don’t say anything more on that subject. This line is not secure.”


    Something made her want to keep digging at him. “Fine. I’m on my way to see you right now. But you need to know something. Right this minute, my sister is in a hospital after having a miscarriage. Guess whose baby she just lost?”


    There was a long silence. “I’m sorry to hear that,” said Simon at last.


    “Yeah, I just bet you are. Where do you want to meet? Not in the office. Someplace public.”


    “Starbucks across the street from the lab. What time?”


    “I’ll be there in an hour.”


    Simon’s voice was strained. “I’ll see you there.”


     


     


    The speedometer needle held steady between seventy-five and eighty until she started to hit the Camarillo exits. By Las Posas, just a few miles before the off ramp she needed, every lane slowed to a crawl. Traffic news said a fender bender in Oxnard at Rose Avenue was the cause of the slowdown. The final few miles were an infuriating stop and go.


    It crossed Jessica’s mind to phone Simon Lawrie back and let him know she was stuck in traffic and would be a few minutes late, but she was too busy building up a head of steam, saving up all the words she wanted to spew at him for their in-person meeting.


    Exiting at Vineyard twenty minutes later, she considered for a moment the wisdom of what she was about to do. But the machinations at BioNeutronics revolted her, and she was sick at heart at what had happened to her, to Jenna, and to all the people who had been suckered into the Project 42 study, not knowing what they were letting themselves in for. Confronting Simon Lawrie was the first step toward taking back her life.


    She turned onto Oxnard Blvd and headed for Fifth Street. A block away from the lab, traffic came to a dead halt. A crowd had gathered on the corner, disregarding the police officer who stood in the middle of the road directing traffic. By craning her neck, Jessica could see the red and white cab of a fire engine blocking the intersection, flanked by a paramedic van and several police cars. She could not see the vehicles that had been involved in the accident, and assumed that they must have already been cleared away.


    The traffic cop was letting a few vehicles at a time through the intersection. When it came her turn, Jessica glanced to her left and caught a glimpse of a sheet-covered form lying in the crosswalk.


    Visions of the small sheet-covered form of her son haunted her, making her wish she had resisted the impulse to look.


    Justin.


    Not now. Not yet.


    She no longer needed the amnesia for protection. Still, she pushed the thoughts down. There would be plenty of time later to grieve.


    Turning into the shopping center across from BioNeutronics, Jessica parked behind the oddly pink-painted Starbucks. Picturing Simon waiting impatiently inside, wondering what she wanted from him. she left the Nissan and started walking toward Starbucks. The more anxious he was, the better she liked it. And he had sounded pretty anxious when she mentioned Project 42. Jessica had plenty to say on that score.


    Keisha Johnson’s voice came from behind. “Jenna! Oh my God, Jen.”


    Jessica spun around. Keisha was running toward her. Seeing the red-rimmed eyes, the streaks of mascara running down her cheeks, she knew. But still, she grabbed Keisha’s arms. “What is it? Tell me.”


    “I can’t believe it. I can’t—” Keisha’s face was a pale mask of shock. “Simon—ohmigod—I can’t believe—I just saw him—I was coming back from Starbucks. He said he was coming to meet you—that guy didn’t even stop—I was right there...”


    Keisha’s mouth continued moving, but the words refused to penetrate. Jessica turned back to the crosswalk, where she could see the bottom edge of the sheet fluttering in the breeze.


    Simon, who had been coming to meet her, was dead at the hands of a hit and run driver. A horrible coincidence. It had to be.


    Didn’t it?


    Images hurtled across Jessica’s vision: Simon implying that his wife had done something to hurt Jenna. Christine Palmer’s fingernails digging into her arm. Jenna’s theory that the obscenely wealthy Morton brothers were bankrolling Project 42, as well as Palmer’s presidential campaign.


    The flash drive was in her backpack.


    Not trusting herself to speak, she turned without a word and left Keisha staring after her. She got back into the Nissan and drove across the shopping center parking lot, her hands gripping the wheel tight enough for the skin to whiten. She exited on the far side, away from BioNeutronics and Simon’s body in the street.


     


     


    She checked into the Crowne Plaza. Her eyes had been on the rearview during the fifteen mile drive and she was reasonably sure she was not being followed. But after missing the tail to Venice, she intended to remain alert.


    Since it had been the first place she had seen upon arriving in Ventura, returning to the hotel seemed to symbolize coming full circle. It was as she was signing her name to the form the reservationist handed her that the full impact of the irony hit: she had chosen Jenna and Simon’s trysting place as a refuge.


    On the drive across town, she had considered using the computer at Jenna’s apartment, but the possibility of Kevin Nguyen sending his goons for another run at her made the decision for her.


    Staying at the hotel, even if Nguyen were somehow able to track her transactions, her credit card would not be processed until she checked out in the morning. By then she would be on her way to pick up Jenna, who was staying in the hospital overnight.


     


    The hotel’s business center had two computer stations. A lone man sat at one of them. He never even looked up when Jessica took the other chair. As long as no one wanted to print a boarding pass, she ought to be okay for a while.


    She fumbled the flash drive into the computer’s USB port, the shock of Simon’s death, and the guilty knowledge that it had been a result of her phone call, working on her. He had told her the line was not secure. There was no question in her mind that someone had been listening in and heard their arrangements. It was time to find out what that person was protecting.


    Only yesterday had they started exploring files on the flash drive. It seemed eons ago. Jessica scrolled to where they had left off and began opening files, skimming through mind-numbing technical articles about technology that used radio frequency identification (RFID) and even satellite mapping technology to link tiny microchips embedded in silicate glass to a database containing the recipient’s contact information.


    She learned that a law had already been passed in California and several other states, barring employers from requiring their employees to have microchips implanted in their arm for security purposes.


    Some senators had argued that such a requirement related to a reference in the Bible book of Revelation about “the Mark of the Beast.” Christine Palmer had been in the small minority of senators voting against the law.


    After a time, a young girl stuck her head in the door and collected the man at the other computer, leaving Jessica alone in the room. Later, a woman came in and plopped down, complaining about how long the printer was taking to spit out her boarding pass.


    Ignoring her, Jessica decided that instead of just opening the files alphabetically she would start by reading emails addressed to Simon Lawrie. Soon, engrossed in what she was reading, she stopped paying attention to the activity as hotel guests came and went.


    Simon, this has to stop. It didn’t matter when it was just a piece of tail you were chasing, but this one is interfering with my plans in a big way. Either you do something about it or I’ll have to.


    The return address was Napalm@yahoo.com. With a name like that, the author of the email had to be Christine Palmer referring to Jenna. Jessica printed it and turned it face down on the computer desk. An email from Dr. Kapur:


    My Dear Dr. Lawrie,


    A new issue has arisen that we need to address. The implant is being absorbed by the system, which makes it difficult, if not impossible, to remove later if necessary. Further testing is to be scheduled using a newly developed type of silicon. I will keep you posted.


    Did “absorbed by the system” mean that brain tissue was growing around it? Jessica’s heart squeezed with dread. Oh God, was Jenna stuck with the chip in her head for the rest of her life?


    Another email from NaPalm@yahoo.com, dated two weeks earlier:


    I’m getting worried about you, Si. We can’t afford to have you getting squeamish. Think of the future. Soon you can build a bigger, better lab and play scientist to your heart’s content. You’ve got to stay on target. Once the device is up and running the way it’s intended, we’ll give some of our targets the opportunity to try it out–LOL. Those horny old devils on both sides of the aisle will jump at the chance to keep it up all night and not have to worry about their dicks falling off from those little blue pills. They’ll be begging for it. Now buck up and get some backbone.


    “Are you going to be much longer? I need to use one of those computers.”


    Startled, Jessica glanced up at a woman in a loud striped beach coverup standing behind her. “You’ve been here over an hour,” the woman said pointedly. “I’ve come by several times and I didn’t say anything, but—”


    “Of course, sure. I’m so sorry.” Jessica selected Print, closed the file she was reading, and disconnected the drive. She collected the printouts of the emails she had thought worth saving and edged past the woman, her head whirling from what she’d read.


     


     


    Leaving behind the relative safety of the hotel, Jessica began to walk up the strand along the beach, sorting through the facts she had accumulated from reading Simon’s emails.


    If she’d got it right, Project 42 was intended to be used on unsuspecting members of Congress—but for what purpose?


    She thought about it for a while. The microchip they had implanted in Jenna’s brain had caused a literal brainstorm that resulted in her setting a fire, leaving no memory of doing so. Matt Casey had admitted that he had been violent without being aware of it. The other people who had left the study had ended up dead.


    What good did any of that do Raisa Polzin and Dr. Kapur and whomever they were working for? Were these intended consequences, or were they just playing with their guinea pigs to see what would happen? And were they sending direct messages, or just randomly scrambling their emotions?


    As she walked, Jessica tried phoning Detective Jovanic again, leaving another message when he did not pick up, then trying Zebediah Gold, who did.


    She told him about the fire, about her meeting with Matthew Casey, about what she had discovered in the unauthorized files, and her suspicions about the potential uses of the microchip.


    “I know it sounds far-fetched, Dr. Gold, but can you think of anything else that hangs together?”


    “I’m perfectly willing to entertain the idea of a conspiracy to control the minds of politicians, Jess. God knows, most of them could use a better direction. The question is what you should do with this information; who you should turn it over to.


    I can’t imagine that phoning the FBI or the CIA and telling them that a presidential candidate is plotting against Congress would get you very far, though with the files you have on that flash drive....”


    “Simon Lawrie was killed because he was coming to talk to me. From his wife’s emails it sounds like he suspected that Project 42 was something other than it appeared to be.”


    Simon Lawrie’s shocking brutal death hit her again and she stopped in her tracks, her breath coming in sharp little gasps.


    “Jessica?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Are you all right?”


    “If you mean am I going to drift into another fugue? No, Dr. G., I’m still here. It might be easier if I could, but Jen needs me. I need me.”


     


     


    Thanks to his wife’s status as a US Senator, Simon Lawrie’s untimely death was splashed across the six o’clock news. Sitting on the edge of the bed in her hotel room, Jessica watched video of a grim-faced Senator Christine Palmer being driven through the gates of their estate in upscale Montecito near Santa Barbara.


    According to the reporter covering the story, Palmer had flown home from DC in a private jet as soon as word had reached her.


    Eyewitnesses described a big black SUV, but no one was able to provide a description of the driver, leaving police with few leads. Anyone with information was requested to contact the Oxnard Police Department.


    Jessica had a sinking feeling that she knew who had driven the SUV—Bagshot. But the police weren’t going to take her “feeling” as evidence.


    “Just plowed right into him, man,” one witness said to the reporter. “Didn’t stand a chance. Poor fellow just went right up in the air and came down, boom.”


    Another: “That guy never even slowed down.”


    “Are you sure the driver was male?” the reporter asked.


    “Nuh uh, couldn’t see a thing. I just figured, you know? That’s cold. A woman wouldn’t do something like that.”


    


    

  


  
    



    t h i r t y – s i x


     


     


     


    “I haven’t seen her yet,” the charge nurse said, consulting her computer monitor. “I just came on shift. But from the notes, it looks like she’s doing just fine this morning. Once the doctor comes by for rounds and gives the okay, you’ll be able to take her home. She’s in room 432. Go on and wait with her.”


    Jessica thanked her and navigated the warren of hallways to Jenna’s room. It took less than the flick of an eyelash to register the empty bed, the swing-arm table cleared of personal items. An IV line on the crumpled bed sheet, the adhesive tape that had fastened the needle to Jenna’s hand still attached.


    The clean street clothes Jessica had placed on the chair the previous afternoon were gone and a blue and white hospital gown lay in a small heap on the floor beside the bed.


    Jessica rushed back to the nurse’s station. “My sister isn’t in her room. Where is she?”


    The nurse stared at her. “What?”


    “Was she moved to another room? Jenna Marcott. You’ve got to find her.”


    “Let me check....No, she should be in 432. Are you sure that’s where you went?”


    “Yes, I’m sure. Her clothes are gone—”


    “What would she be wearing?”


    “Levis, yellow T-shirt, running shoes. You’ve got to find her!”


    “You need to calm down, honey,” the nurse said. “I bet she got herself dressed and she’s taking a walk around the floor, or she’s gone down to the cafeteria for coffee.” She consulted her watch. “She was here before shift change because they noted her meds.


    “That was about forty minutes ago. She can’t have gone far.”


    “You don’t get it, she may have been kidnapped!”


    “Kidnapped? What are you talking about?” The nurse, still unruffled, picked up the desk phone and paged Security.


    Thirty minutes of pacing the waiting room while they searched the hospital was enough. When Jessica could bear it no longer she extracted a promise from the nurse to call her if they found any trace of her sister, then got back on the highway. The invisible antenna that kept her connected to her twin was drawing her back to Ventura.


    A ripple of fear had started in her chest and was swelling toward full blown panic. Was Jenna experiencing it, too? Is that where this throat-choking anxiety came from? Identical twins shared DNA, were two halves of the same person. How could they not know what the other was thinking, experiencing? If you stubbed your toe, your whole body knew it.


    So, where are you Jenna?


    As she drove, Jessica checked her phone, furious with herself when she saw that she had missed a call from Jenna’s number at eight o’clock that morning. No message. She had been in the shower and failed to hear the phone. She should have checked before leaving the hotel, damn it. She should have called Jen.


    Her return call went straight through to voicemail. Either her twin was on the phone or her phone was turned off. She prayed it was the former and left an urgent message: Call me!


    Five minutes later when Jessica’s phone rang, but it was not Jenna, but Detective Jovanic on the line. Dr. Gold had brought him up to date. Jessica added the information that Jenna was missing from the hospital.


    The detective made no bones about his opinion. “Listen to me, Jessica, I strongly advise you to stop playing investigator and stay away from Ventura. Chances are, she left under her own steam, but if she didn’t, it’s too big a risk for you to involve yourself in finding her.”


    “But I am involved. And how could she have left under her own steam? I’ve got her car.”


    “Call Venice PD and report her missing. Let them do their job.”


    “You can’t believe they’d take me seriously?” Jessica pulled into a gas station, arguing with Detective Jovanic while she filled the tank. “Could you get anyone at the FBI to listen?”


    “Better than you’re listening, Jessica. You’re asking for my help; you need to take my advice.”


    She replaced the nozzle on the gas pump, screwed on the cap, and got back on the road. “I’m sorry, Detective, but if I didn’t follow my intuition and something else happened to her I would never forgive myself.” Her voice cracked. “She doesn’t even know that Simon is dead.”


    Jessica heard him release an irritated sigh. He said, “I’ll meet you after I get off work. Where will you be?”


    “Jenna’s apartment to see if she’s there.”


    “Text me if you find her.”


    “Of course. And, thank you.” Jessica knew he was annoyed with her failure to heed his warning, but it couldn’t be helped. She knew in every cell of her body that her twin had returned to Ventura. She just didn’t know how.


    Her cell phone rang again fifteen minutes later. The hospital.


    “There’s a bunch of blonde hair in the trash can in her room,” said the security manager.


    


    

  


  
    



    t h i r t y – seven


     


     


     


    Jenna Marcott climbed into the black truck and pulled the door shut behind her. She dumped her bundle of soiled clothes onto the floorboard and turned to the driver. “I was afraid you wouldn’t come after the other night—the fire—”


    Zach Smith gave her a wink. “You think I’d leave you stranded, chicklet?” He checked for traffic, then pulled into the flow on Venice Boulevard. He had not quizzed her when she’d asked him to drive the sixty-five miles to come get her, just wanted to know where she would be. And just over an hour later, there he was in his pickup.


    She had seen the curiosity in his face when she flagged him down on the street instead of having him come to the front of the hospital, but he had not asked why about that, either. Jenna felt a warm rush of gratitude toward her neighbor. When Zach had phoned right after she’d unsuccessfully tried to reach Jess, it seemed providential. He had not known Jenna was in the hospital, of course, and she told him she was there for a minor procedure. If he wondered why she needed to drive down to Santa Monica for a minor procedure, he refrained from asking that, too.


    “You really did cut your hair,” Zach observed as Jenna buckled herself in. “Or don’t tell me, you’re Jessica?”


    She allowed herself a smile. “No, it’s me. They weren’t going to release me until Jess got here and she wasn’t answering her phone. I figured if I looked like her, I could just walk out the front door. I found some surgical scissors on a cart in the hallway.”


    She didn’t tell him that she had another reason for the new hairstyle.


    Zach threw her an admiring glance. “That was pretty resourceful.”


    “Pretty desperate,” she corrected.


    “I have to admit, it was a surprise to find out you had an identical twin.”


    “I’m sorry I never told you, Zach. Jess has been going through a rough time the last few months. There wasn’t any reason to mention it before, and now...” The fear that had shadowed her all morning slammed back. “I wish I knew why she didn’t answer the phone.”


    “Did you leave voicemail?”


    “I was afraid to.” Realizing that she was wringing her hands as she always did when she was anxious, Jenna made herself stop and hold still them in her lap.


    “I know this is going to be hard to believe, but...the other night—the fire—I don’t remember anything. All I know is what Jess told me.”


    She hesitated, unsure of how much she ought to share with him. “At the lab where I work, they’re doing research on—on behavior control. I know this is going to sound crazy, but they kidnapped me and implanted a microchip in my brain. And then, when they thought Jess was me, they kidnapped her, too....” Jenna broke off, realizing just how deranged her story sounded.


    Apparently Zach thought so, too. “Do you get messages from your radio, too?” he joked. “Where’s your aluminum hat?”?


    “It’s all true, Zach, I promise. After they let us both go, they made me start the fire and...”


    Seeing that she was serious he looked over at her with a troubled frown. “Wait, you said you were kidnapped?”


    “Two men broke into my apartment and took me. When I woke up it was ten days later and Jess was there.” She expelled a long huff of frustration. “It’s a complicated story, and believe me, you’re better off not knowing the details. You don’t need to be involved.”


    Zach’s eyebrows shot up. “It kinda feels like I’m already involved.”


    “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked you to come. I didn’t know what else to do.”


    “It’s okay, Jen, I’m not saying you shouldn’t have asked. I’m just trying to understand what the hell’s going on here.”


    “I need you to take me to the lab, Zach. I think they might have taken Jess again. I’m afraid they’re going to implant the microchip in her, too. You can just drop me at the door. I’ll get myself home from there. Please?”


    “And you’re going to do what—rush in on your white charger and rescue her?”


    “I have to find out if they’ve got her. I’ll call my—my boss, and make him...what are you doing?”


    Zach had pulled over to the curb and turned off the engine.


    Jenna felt a nasty little frisson of fear. “Why are we stopping? I need to get to Oxnard.”


    At first, he would not look at her. Staring straight ahead through the windshield, his hands wound tight around the steering wheel. She could feel his reluctance as strongly as if it were something physical between them in the truck. “What is it Zach?”


    “There’s something I have to tell you, Jen. It’s pretty severe.”


    Jenna’s heart stopped. “About Jess?”


    “No, I haven’t seen your sister since the fire. It’s about the lab—your boss.”


    He shifted in his seat and looked at her with eyes softened with sympathy. “The thing is, there was an accident yesterday afternoon.”


    Jenna’ pulse roared in her ears. “An accident at the lab? Is he okay? Is Simon okay?”


    “No, chicklet, he’s not okay. I’m sorry.”


    “What happened?”


    “He was crossing the street. He was hit by a car. Hit and run.”


    “He’s not—” Jenna shook her head, refusing to believe what she knew Zach was telling her. She wanted to scream out that it wasn’t true. She wrapped her arms around herself and held tight, shaking her head as if her denial would change the facts. “You have to say it, Zach! I won’t believe it unless you say it.”


    Zach reached across her into the glove box, plucked a paper napkin from a stack and pushed it into her hand. “Ah, hell, chicklet, I’m sorry.”


    “Say it! You have to say it.”


    “Okay, I’ll say it. Simon Lawrie is dead.”


    She tried to absorb what Zach had said, but all she could think of was the last night they had spent in each other’s arms. For all his arrogance and his chauvinistic ways, Simon made her feel safe. She had innocently believed the sweet words he poured into her ear. Until she found that memo and realized that he knew what was going on in Project 42.


    “He was your mystery guy, wasn’t he?” said Zach, breaking the spell.


    Unable to speak, Jenna nodded. What did it matter now if Zach, or anyone else knew the truth?


    “It’s okay, Jenna, I’m here for you.”


    “He wouldn’t leave her, he—”she leaned against him, sobbing on his chest. “It was his wife. She did this.”


    “What are you talking about, Jen?”


    Her voice hardened and she sat up. “It was no accident. Christine Palmer wants to rule the whole damn world and the Mortons are going to help her do it.”


    “Okay, chicklet, now you’re starting to scare me. This is beginning to sound way crazy. You’re in shock.”


    “Don’t patronize me, Zach. She’s a power-hungry, ambitious bitch. She’d do anything to get what she wants, and what she wants is the White House. If Simon was standing in her way, she wouldn’t hesitate for—oh God. Simon is dead!”


     


     


    The BioNeutronics parking lot was empty when they arrived in the middle of the morning. No security guard on duty. Zach wanted to go inside with her, but Jenna asked him to wait for her in the truck. If she got caught, he would have deniability and he could go for help.


    A handwritten sign had been taped to the glass door: Due to the Director’s sudden tragic death, the building will remain closed until Monday.


    Reading those words sent a chill over her—as if a ghost had walked through her. She wondered where Simon was now, whether he had suffered on his way there. She’d never had strong opinions about an afterlife, and Jess had pretty much stopped believing in God after the death of little Justin. But Jenna decided right then that if she survived her attempts to expose the evil that was being perpetrated at BioNeutronics, she was going to have to give the afterlife some serious consideration.


    Catching sight of herself in the glass as she entered, for a weird moment Jenna thought she was looking at her twin. She had done a fairly decent job of chopping off her long hair with the surgical scissors.


    Good enough to pass for Jessica, but the sacrifice of her hair had been for nothing. There was no one at BioNeutronics to fool.


    Emptiness echoed through the lobby as she cut across to the elevator. She took out her cell phone and listened to her twin’s terse voicemail, “Call me.”


    Jessica answered her return call so fast she must have had the phone in her hand. “Where the hell are you? Are you okay?”


    As okay as I can be after a miscarriage and the bombshell Zach just dropped.


    “Yeah. Are you?”


    “I went to the hospital—why didn’t you wait for me? You scared the crap out of me.”


    “Jess, I’m sorry. Zach called—he came and picked me up.”


    “Zach picked you up?”


    “You didn’t answer your phone. I thought something happened to you.” Jenna paused. “I’m at the lab. It’s all closed up.”


    Jessica’s tone softened. “So, you know—”


    “—about Simon. Zach told me.” Jenna’s voice broke. “Ariel, I can’t believe it.”


    “Simon was on his way to meet me at Starbucks.”


    Jenna stepped into the elevator. “Why was he meeting you?”


    She dug her teeth into her lower lip. She didn’t want Jessica to hear her suffocating in her grief. But they were two halves of the same person; how could she not know?


    “He said his line wasn’t secure, Belle. Now he’s dead.”


    “Oh my God.”


    “We have each other; we’ll get through it.”


    Who would know that better than Jess? She was the expert at grieving, although she had tried to hide it from Jenna, even from herself.


    Maybe like me, she waits to be alone, looking in the mirror, before she lets herself cry.


    Jenna pushed the button for the third floor and stood with her back against the wall, dashing away tears with the heel of her hand. The rumbling sound of machinery came from below and the elevator began to ascend.


    She said, “You think his phone was bugged—that someone heard him talking to you.” It was not a question.


    “Don’t you?”


    “Yes.”


    Jessica gave her a quick summary of all that had happened while she was in the hospital—her visit with Matthew Casey; checking into the hotel after learning of Simon’s death; what she had learned from the flash drive. “I know it was them, sitting right down the block from Casey’s house. They were controlling his behavior from their car. I saw the moment he changed—when they activated the device. All of a sudden, I looked in his eyes and there was nobody home.”


    “You mean, like me the other night.”


    “Just like that,” Jessica acknowledged with misgivings. “He just went blank. Then he exploded and came after me.”


    Jenna left the elevator and headed for Simon’s office. “Since you’re safe, I’m going down to the Project 42 lab and see if I can find any proof of what they’re doing.”


    “No, Jen! Don’t be a hero. I’m on my way back to Ventura. Stay away from the lab and wait for the cops to handle it.”


    “Okay, sure.”


    “Don’t give me ‘okay, sure.’ Promise you’ll leave there right now. Get Zach to take you home. I can be at your place in less than an hour. Detective Jovanic is going to call when he gets off work.”


    “I’ve got to find out what’s here. I can’t just leave this—thing in my head and wait to see what the cops think about it.”


    “Some of those emails were incriminating enough to get an investigation going,” Jessica pleaded.


    “We can just hand over the files and let Detective Jovanic take it from there. He’ll have more credibility than we do. He can tell the FBI. They’ll listen to him.”


    Jenna knew she ought to be happy that the detective was willing to help them, but her insides were as hollow as the chocolate bunnies she and Jess used to find in their Easter baskets: wrapped in shiny foil on the outside, but under the thin shell, nothing but dead air.


    Her voice was low and terse in the empty corridor. “Look, Ariel, they haven’t messed with my head yet today, but you can’t expect me to hang around waiting to see what they’ll do next. I’ll see you at home. I love you.”


    Ending the call, she powered down the phone. Sometimes it was weird how she and Jessica could look so alike, but be at opposite ends of the universe in so many other ways. It was unfair of her, but in some capricious corner of her mind Jenna felt betrayed that her twin had no way to fully understand how she felt, having a microscopic silicone chip buried in her brain, programmed to interfere with her emotions and behavior without her input or control.


    She slid her card key across the reader on Simon’s office door, rerunning their final encounter in her mind. After finding the appalling memo he had inadvertently left in the file, Jenna had issued an ultimatum—put a stop to it, or I will. They had very nearly come to blows over her threat to expose Project 42.


    Simon had warned her to let it go, said she had no idea what she was meddling in. But her sense of morality, offended, she had lost her temper, shouting that she could not be with someone who found the concept of “informed consent” unimportant; that it was unacceptable to experiment on a subject without their knowledge. She’s said the relationship was over.


    At first, Simon had mocked the permeable walls of her morality, reminding her of the fact that she was engaged in an illicit affair with a married man. Then, when he saw that she was serious he had started pleading with her, saying that he couldn’t bear the thought of losing her. He was still trying to persuade her when she brushed off his attempts to change her mind and stalked out, locking herself in her own office.


    After their confrontation, Jenna feared that Simon, not knowing she had already downloaded all the Project 42 files, would do something to limit her access. That was when she decided to bury it in the rubber tree plant to recover later.


    Now Simon was dead. The enormity was more than she could absorb.


    Could she really detect the wild thyme and tangerines of the cologne he’d had her order from a company in Argentina? Or was it her imagination that told her his familiar scent lingered in the room?


    She did what she could to barricade herself against the memories, but all she wanted was to sit in Simon’s chair and pretend to nestle into him, the way she used to sit in his lap in her armchair at the apartment he had found for her.


    Despite knowing he was married, Jenna had fallen in love the moment they’d met. Not just married. Married to a powerful U.S. senator.


    She had made an effort to kill her feelings, but when he took her with him to San Diego to the pharmaceutical convention and declared himself in love with her, too, she had allowed herself to be carried along on the wave of emotion. What a freaking cliché she was.


    She knew all his faults—he could be arrogant and thoughtless. But she had discovered a softer, more generous side that she believed Simon revealed to no one else. The side that had allowed her to overlook his unhappy union with Christine Palmer. Lovesick and stupid, she had believed his lies about leaving his wife.


    She clenched her hands so tight that her body shook with the effort to contain her heartbreak. Indulging those memories was a luxury she could not afford. Not now, not ever.


    Opening the center desk drawer, she took Simon’s spare card key, which offered access levels in the building that her own card did not, and slipped it into her pocket. Another gift of providence.


     


     


    When the elevator door opened at the basement laboratory Jenna stood on the threshold, tempted to return to the lobby and get the hell away from BioNeutronics as Jessica had urged her to. But as the door started to close, she thrust her arm out and interrupted the sensor beam.


    Raising a defiant middle finger to the security cameras she knew were hidden near the ceiling, she sped past the data center, the biochemist’s office, the chem lab, the biohazard room, the prep room, the PCR lab, the microscopy room and around the corner at the end of the hallway. By the time Kevin Nguyen saw the tape, it would be too late.


    The mini blinds over the lab windows prevented her from seeing if anyone was inside, but the empty parking lot made her believe she was alone in the building. She slid Simon’s card key across the newly installed reader on the door. Her nerves were playing havoc with her ability to hold the damn thing steady. The light flashed green and she pushed open the door, flipped the light switch.


    This was the first time she had seen the private section of the basement lab. Its setup must have been completed during the time she had been held unconscious. At one end of the lab, two computer work stations stood opposite each other. At the other end a metal fume hood allowed technicians to work safely with noxious chemicals.


    Along the center was a large black laminate island lined with cabinets, where scientists would perform experiments. Glass tubes, slides, and other laboratory supplies were stacked on shelves and in glass-fronted wall cabinets. Her eyes swept the long work tops and cabinets that ran the length of the room. She was looking for a transmitter like the one Matt Chase had. Jess had said it looked like a mini tablet.


    She recognized some of the equipment from the requisitions she had filled out under Simon’s direct- ion—gas chromatography autosampler, centrifuge, stereo microscope with camera attachment, the hideously expensive scanning electron microscope, so powerful it could display an entire universe in a speck of dirt. Aside from those items, the work tops were bare.


    Jessica’s voice echoed as loud as if her twin were speaking right inside her head: What did you think, Belle? You’d just walk in and there it would be, lying on the counter, so obvious that you couldn’t mistake it?


    “That would have been nice of them,” Jenna muttered under her breath. She checked the wall clock. Her plan was to get in and out as expeditiously as possible. She had promised Zach she would return within fifteen minutes, max, and she had already used up half of those.


    It was important to conduct a systematic search. That was the way she liked to do things. Being organized had always helped Jenna to manage stressful situations, and next to Nguyen’s men breaking into her apartment, this was the highest stress situation she had ever encountered.


    First, she tried the drawers. Locked. Locked. Locked. Locked. Cabinet doors, locked. With each handle that refused to yield, her hopes sank a little further.


    She checked the time. Four minutes down. Nearly time for her to leave.


    Moving on to the cabinets in the center island, she stiffened, hearing sounds in the corridor. Someone was talking.


    Her gaze traveled around the lab, desperately looking for a place to hide, but the straight lines and angles scoffed at any hope of easy concealment. No time to run across the room and turn off the lights.


    The card key reader on the door made an audible click. Jenna ducked behind the island and folded herself into as small a package as she could manage.


    The voice, a familiar one, was apparently talking on a phone. “...leave lights on in Project 42 lab?” said Raisa Polzin. She paused. “...well, I am saying somebody did. I am right now in 42 lab and...” Polzin broke into a language that Jenna didn’t recognize.


    What would she do if she discovered Jenna hiding in the private laboratory? Everyone at BioNeutronics knew that the scientist had the hots for Simon.


    Polzin’s hatred for Jenna had floated between them like the odor of rotten eggs from day one. Project 42 had upped the ante. Did she know about the twins? Was she aware of their separate sojourns in the lab’s basement? Jenna hunkered even lower behind the island, hardly daring to breathe.


    Oh crap, please go away.


    She heard the jingle of keys. From the changing timbre of her voice Polzin seemed to be bending down. On the other side of the island a lock clicked. The sound of well-oiled ball bearings in the slides of a drawer being opened and closed.


    Polzin switched back to English. “Our Mr. Chase is becoming quite a problem. Needs to be handled right away. I will bring the new RC1 device. Will be good test. The higher range frequencies should put him over the edge.”


    Behind the island Jenna crouched, listening to the woman speak about Matt Chase as if he were a lab rat. What she had just eavesdropped confirmed her fears. Polzin and her confederates were causing the Project 42 dropouts to kill themselves.


    “I need to pick up a journal from the library,” Polzin said. “I want to show you an article...” She switched languages again. Seconds later, the sound of the scientist’s rubber-soled shoes squeaking on the floor had faded, along with her voice.


    Jenna rose on shaky legs. She had no doubt they would soon be planning a similar fate for her. If she could reach Detective Jovanic in time, she might be able to save Matt Chase, and herself.


    She slipped around the island and headed for the door. Something on the black surface of the work top caught her eye. Polzin had left an electronic tablet there—the device she had been discussing on the phone? It was larger than what Jessica had described, but...


    It can’t be that easy. Can it?


    


    

  


  
    



    t h i r t y – e i g h t


     


     


     


    One vehicle sat in the parking lot and it was not a Dodge Ram truck.


    Where is Zach?


    Jenna tore around to the front of the building and out to the main road where there was foot traffic in the intersection and plenty of vehicles. If Raisa Polzin came chasing after her there would be witnesses—to what? She doubted the scientist would tackle her in public, right after Simon’s death.


    Simon.


    Across the street, Starbucks’ pink awning fluttered in the breeze like a waving hand. He had stood in this spot less than twenty-four hours ago, preparing to meet Jess, just before he was mowed down and left to die in the street like roadkill.


    The short blast of a vehicle horn caught her attention. Zach’s truck, up the block, was backing toward her. He stopped beside her and Jenna climbed into the cab. “Where were you?”


    “Getting coffee,” he said, indicating the cup holder, which held two cups with the familiar green mermaid logo. “When I got back, a woman was driving into the BioNeutronics lot, so I parked down the street. I didn’t think you’d want her to see me.”


    “Good move. She’s one of the scientists on the project I told you about.” Jenna took one of the cups and wrapped her hands around it, trying to soak up its warmth.


    The outside temperature was in the seventies, but her emotions were frozen, her thoughts still tethered to the kill spot in the road.


    “I tried to call and warn you,” Zach said. “But it went to voicemail. What happened in there?”


    Jenna closed her eyes and allowed a self-congratulatory moment for her successful escape. “Lucky for me, she was talking on the phone and I heard her coming.” She held the electronic tablet up for him to see. “It was an awesome piece of luck that she was there. I couldn’t believe she left this out. I snagged it and hoofed it out of there. I wonder what she thought when she got back and it was missing.”


    “What is it?”


    “If I’m lucky, it’s a transmitter. There won’t be any going back after this.”


    “Are you going to turn it on?”


    “No way; I don’t want to risk messing up my brain worse than it already is. I plan on turning it over to a detective from LAPD this afternoon.”


     


     


    


    

  


  
    



    t h i r t y – n i n e


     


     


     


    “Nice haircut,” Jessica said drily. “Suits you.” She dropped into the chair across from where Jenna sat at her dining table, staring at the electronic tablet.


    “Funny girl. I cut it because I thought I was going to the lab as you as me.”


    “So, what happened?”


    Jenna handed her the tablet. “I stole this. It think it’s the transmitter.”


    “You what?”


    “Yeah, I know. Not like me to be a lawbreaker, but I’m freaking out, Jess.” Jenna told her how close she had come to being caught.


    Jessica turned the device over in her hand, examining it from all sides. It seemed ludicrous that something that appeared so innocuous was capable of doing such tremendous harm. She said, “I can’t believe you did that. Not that you stole it—though that’s pretty huge for someone who won’t even pick up a penny off the street. But, Jesus, Jen, you took an insane risk going there.”


    “I had to,” Jenna said simply. “And it’s a good thing I did if they’re going to make Matt Chase kill himself. Can you think of any reason why I won’t be next on the list? At the very least, maybe there’ll be enough time to save Matt Chase.”


    Jessica gave her a skeptical look. “If this is the transmitter—and it’s not like the one Matt had—it can’t be the only one they’ve got. Those guys parked near Matt’s house must have had one.”


    “From what Polzin said, the signal they used on Matt wasn’t as strong as this one. Maybe this one lets them send commands from further away.”


    Jessica thought about it. Her twin’s reasoning made sense. Or maybe she was just so done in from all the stress that she didn’t have the energy to argue.


    “Zach wants us to wait at his place for Detective Jovanic to call,” Jenna told her. “Nguyen’s assholes won’t look for us up there.”


    As if on cue, there was a knock at the door and Zach stuck his head around. “Hey, Jen, what time—Wow!” His eyes went back and forth between them. “You are Jen, aren’t you?” he said, looking at Jessica.


    “What do you think?”


    He entered the living room and studied the two of them sitting at opposite sides of the table. Jenna had showered and changed clothes, tidied up her haircut before Jessica’s arrival. Both twins were now similarly clad in black Tee-shirts and Levis. They had not planned it, but neither was surprised to see that the other had chosen the same outfit.


    Zach’s eyes fixed on Jessica, who was still holding the tablet. “Hmm...I’m not totally sure, but—yeah, I think you’re Jen. Am I right?”


    Neither answer, just showed him matching smiles. He gave up with a resigned shrug. “Now that we’re all here, c’mon up to my place. I ordered pizzas.”


     


     


    Considering he was a bachelor, Zach kept his apartment surprisingly neat, Jessica noted. It didn’t smell like a locker room. No papers or magazines lying around, no dirty dishes or laundry. No wonder Jenna liked him so much, neat freak that she was. She had been that way since childhood; never could abide mess of any kind. Her toys and clothes were never strewn across the floor the way Jessica’s were.


    She had insisted on keeping her most prized possessions in their original boxes, fresh and new as the day they were purchased. A speck of dirt on one of her dolls could spark a panic attack.


    According to the shrinks their parents had taken them to, Jenna’s behavior did not rise to the level of Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder, but was a lesser sign of anxiety manifested by a need to be in control, to “do the right thing.” That explained her resolve in exposing the truth about Project 42 without regard to her personal safety.


    Jessica had always handled her emotions differently, bulldozing stressful experiences aside and denying the existence of the problem. This time her denial had gone to a frightening extreme. When she had witnessed the attack on Jenna via web cam, the vulnerability spawned by the head injury she had suffered in the car accident had triggered Jessica’s fugue state.


    The three of them shared space on Zach’s couch, eating pizza and drinking Coors, making fun of Jerry Springer’s TV guests, avoiding any serious conversation. Marking time until they heard from Detective Jovanic. Every little while Jenna burst into fresh tears. Jessica hugged her and let her cry.


    Zach was flipping through channels, when Jenna told him to stop. Senator Christine Palmer was standing at a bank of news conference microphones, answering questions. She wore dark glasses with large frames that covered a large portion of her face.


    “I want to know what she’s saying,” Jenna declared when both Zach and Jessica objected. “Turn the sound up.”


    “...late husband would want me to go on with my candidacy. He believed in me, and he believed that...”


    “She’s so full of shit.” Jenna’s voice rose in anger. “Did you hear that speech she gave about Almighty God backing her? Simon laughed about it.”


    Zach turned off the TV and set the remote beside him on the end table. “No sense in torturing yourself, Jen.”


    “The whole reason she’s even running is because she’s got those billionaires behind her. Does she honestly believe they’ll let her do what she wants if she gets elected? Doesn’t she understand they have their own agenda?”


    “Once we get the information to Detective Jovanic, he’ll turn it over to the FBI,” Jessica assured her. “She won’t get elected to the town council, let alone president of the country.”


    The short outburst had left Jenna out of steam. Saying nothing more, she closed her eyes and curled into a corner of the couch. Zach said he needed a nap and ambled off to his bedroom. At the other end of the couch, Jessica, worn out, fell asleep.


    Sometime later she was startled awake by Zach’s cell phone, which he had left on the coffee table. He came rushing out and snatched up the phone, apologizing, and took it back into his room, closing the door behind him.


    “What time is it?” Jessica asked, hiding a big yawn behind her hand. “My mouth tastes like a sandbox.”


    Jenna got up off the couch and stretched out the kinks. She checked the time on her cell phone. “It’s nearly four o’clock. We slept over an hour.” Loading empty beer bottles into the carton, she carried them out to the small kitchen.


    “Detective Jovanic should be calling soon,” Jessica said. She crushed the pizza box and jammed it into the kitchen trash, then found a couple of glasses in a cupboard over the sink and filled them from the faucet.


    “Let’s tell him we’ll meet him in Venice. That way he won’t have to drive all the way up here. We can go on to Escondido from there, like we planned yesterday before you ended up in the hospital.”


    Jenna agreed. “Okay, let’s tell Zach and we’ll hit the road right now. You can call the detective from the car.”


    “That’s not gonna work,” Zach said, entering the living room.


    Jessica rinsed her glass, calling over her shoulder, “Why not?”


    “There’s someplace else you need to be.”


    “What are you talking about?” Jenna said. “Where do we need to be?”


    Jessica frowned, trying to decide what was different about Zach. He’d changed out of the surfer shorts and Hawaiian shirt he’d been wearing earlier and had donned dark khaki pants and a black T-shirt, which made him look like GI Joe. But it wasn’t just his clothing that changed him. His expression was serious, older-looking. He even seemed to stand taller.


    Suddenly, she remembered the time she had seen him from the doorway of the Batteries Plus store. It had been the night she tried unsuccessfully to retrieve the flash drive from BioNeutronics. She remembered the SUV pulling up next to him in the street and the woman who got out and gave him something, then drove away. Something tingled in Jessica’s head and it was not the familiar buzzing behind her scar.


    Looking at him now, she was seeing, not the easygoing neighbor who had befriended her and Jenna, but the other Zach; the one who had faced down the creepy guy from the train who came to ransom her backpack.


    In all their encounters, Jessica realized as if this were the first time she was looking at him; at how ropy with muscle his arms were, the way his T-shirt clung to his hard body.


    “What’s going on, Zach?” she asked pointedly.


    He dropped his phone into his pants pocket and ran a hand through his hair, leaving it standing up in little spikes on top. “That call I just got?” he said. “I’ve been instructed to take you for a ride.”


    Jenna, her wide blue eyes perplexed, searched his face. “I don’t understand. Why would you get a call about us?”


    “Instructed by whom?” Jessica wanted to know.


    He gave them both a wry smile and a shrug. “It’ll all be clear soon.”


    “Wait a minute,” Jessica said. “Just wait! We’re not going anywhere until you tell us what the hell you’re talking about.”


    “I’m afraid you are.” Zach made a small gesture with his right hand, which had been down at his side. It was then that she saw he held a gun.


    “What the hell, Zach—what—?”


    “Sorry, chicklet.”


    “What? You’re going to shoot us if we say no?”


    He hiked a mocking brow, looking for just a moment more like the neighbor they knew. “You’re not gonna make me do anything that drastic, are you?”


    Light dawned in Jenna’s face. “Oh my God. You’re on their side?”


    “I’m not on anybody’s side. I’m just an employee doing a job.”


    “What job?” said Jessica. “What the hell is going on?”


    “My assignment was to keep an eye on Dr. Lawrie for the past few months, and by extension, you. Now that he’s out of the picture, I apparently have a new assignment.”


    Jenna’s face drained of color. “Did you kill Simon?”


    “Of course not.” Zach sounded genuinely affronted. “I’m not a fucking hired killer.”


    “Forgive us if we have trouble believing that when you’re holding a gun on us,” Jessica gave a snort of disbelief. “You freaking traitor. We thought you were our friend!”


    “I am your friend. More than you can know.”


    “Are you working for Kevin Nguyen?” Jenna wanted to know.


    “We’ll take your car, Jen. Get your keys.”


    It was Jessica who dug the car keys out of her sister’s purse.


    Zach held out his hand. “I’ll take your cell phones.”


    “I left mine in the car,” Jessica said.


    “Turn out your pockets, please.”


    After assuring himself that she was not hiding a phone in her Levis, Zach took the one Jenna handed him and tossed it on the kitchen counter. Jessica made to pick up her backpack. He said, “You won’t need that. Leave it here.”


    “But why, Zach?” Jenna blurted. “Why did you take me to the lab this morning? The transmitter—”


    He waved his free hand at her, indicating that she should stop talking. “That’s information above my pay grade. I was told to take you where you wanted to go. You wanted to go to the lab, so we went to the lab.” He gestured with the gun toward the door. “Let’s go, ladies. The neighbors are all at work, so don’t bother making a fuss.”


    “We’re expecting a call from a police detective,” Jessica said. “If he can’t reach us he’ll come looking for us.”


    Zach shrugged and opened the entry door for them. “I guess you won’t be here for him to find, will you?”


    Tucking Jenna’s arm in hers, Jessica stalked past him, her mind zooming in a dozen directions. Trying to run was out of the question. He might do something to Jen, and from her twin’s ashen face, Jessica didn’t think she was up to handling anything physical.


    Besides, there was the gun.


    


    

  


  
    



    f o r t y


     


     


     


    At Zach’s direction, Jessica slid behind the wheel of Jenna’s Nissan. He took the front passenger side and Jenna squeezed into the small backseat. After shutting Jessica’s cell phone in the glove compartment Zach angled himself to keep an eye on both sisters. The gun lay across his lap, his hand loosely covering it.


    When he directed her to take the 101 North, Jessica knew without a single doubt where he was taking them. Glancing in the rearview mirror, she caught sight of her twin’s strained face and knew that Jenna had twigged to it, too. North was the direction of Montecito, where Simon Lawrie had lived with his wife, Christine Palmer.


    It all came back to Senator Christine Palmer, presidential candidate.


    To what lengths would Palmer go to wreak her personal vengeance on Jenna? And what part did Project 42 play in the whole sordid mess?


    As for Jenna’s affair with Simon Lawrie, Jessica could hardly fault her sister. Raw honesty made her admit that her own relationship had been every bit as damaging in its way. Her husband had caused the death of their precious little boy and come close to killing her, too.


    Both twins had already paid the highest price for the choices they had made.


    There was silence in the car as they followed the coastline north. Overhead the sky was an expanse of pure cloudless blue. On their left, the ocean shimmered like silver silk.


    Under other conditions it would have been a perfect day for a drive. They left the city limits of Ventura and were soon passing the tiny community of La Conchita, where a few years earlier, the mountainside had given way under torrential rains and destroyed homes below. They passed Carpinteria and Tar Pits park. Were they seeing it all for the last time?


    “So, what are you,” Jenna asked. “Some kind of private muscle?”


    Zach twisted to look at her over the seat. “You might call it private security, but my job description is flexible.”


    “I just can’t believe you’ve been spying on me—on us....since I moved in?”


    Zach didn’t bother to respond.


    “I saw you at Batteries Plus,” Jessica said.


    That jerked his head around. “What?”


    “A few days ago, I was inside the Batteries Plus store. I saw you meeting some woman. She got out of an SUV and gave you something. I should have been suspicious then. She didn’t look like your type.”


    “What’s my type?” Zach asked, sounding curious. Jessica shot him a sour look. “Go to hell, Zach.”


    “Don’t believe everything you think you see,” he responded mildly. As the beachside village of Summerland exit appeared he told her to exit at Sheffield Lane.


    They made a sharp turn at the end of the off ramp and started up a narrow tree-lined road. Rising and curving as they climbed the bluff, they were offered occasional glimpses of luxury homes behind iron gates and high hedges.


    Soon they were driving through white mist in the increasing elevation.


    Her foot hovering close to the brake, Jessica strained toward the windshield as if angling her body closer would improve visibility.


    “Santa Ynez mountains, chicklet,” Zach said, in answer to her complaint that she the fog swirling across the road made it hard for her to see ahead. “Daytime fog most days of the year. Just drive slow.”


    “Maybe you should drive if you know the area so well.”


    “You’re doing fine. Hey, did you know Oprah lives around here? Rob Lowe, too. They say there’s more millionaires in one square mile here than anywhere else in the U.S.”


    “Thank you so much for that vital piece of information,” Jessica said with contempt. “What are you, the frigging Chamber of Commerce?” She canted her body forward again, peering through the spectral patches of mist that kept appearing and disappearing around them.


    “Tsk tsk,” Zach said. “Sarcasm doesn’t become you.”


    “Well that gun doesn’t become you.”


    He pointed to a narrow break in the road. “Turn there.”


    Jessica mashed her foot on the brake and made Zach’s body jerk as she made the turn. Her hope that he might drop the gun was a pipe dream. He warned her to slow down.


    Now they were above cloud level, entering a less-developed area. The steel stilts of a new mansion under construction jutted out from the barren red dirt hillside on their right. The wooden skeleton of the house stretched over thousands of square feet. The place was deserted for the day, no workmen hanging drywall or installing cabinetry.


    As if she needed reminding of the accident that had resulted in her son’s death, on their left, a sheer drop into the canyon brought a lump into Jessica’s throat. Greg’s drunken driving and unfettered rage had plunged them over just such a drop.


    She slowed, fighting the memories that snaked in and battered her already raw emotions. A birthday cake, two candles and a little red plastic car on top. Jessica, Jenna and some other young mothers who had brought Justin’s little playmates to his party. Everyone happy and singing Happy Birthday. Except Greg, who, as usual, was passed out in the bedroom.


    Zach’s voice interrupted her thoughts. He had directed her to park at the top of the bluff. Jessica eyed the desolate terrain. Across the next ridge she could see an immense compound sprawled on the crest of a hill—maybe Oprah’s place. There were no other structures in sight of where they sat; just eucalyptus and citrus trees. Nobody to hear them scream.


    From the backseat, fear tightened Jenna’s voice. “What are you going to do with us?”


    Zach glanced at her over his shoulder. “We’re just gonna walk down the hill to the house. You can’t see it from up here.” Climbing out of the car, he gave Jenna a hand out of the backseat. When Jessica came around from the driver’s side to join them, he held out his palm for the keys, putting an end to her fantasy that he would forget to ask.


    It seemed inconceivable that Zach was the enemy. He was several years older than her and Jenna, but she had looked at him like an overgrown kid. Which was how he had conned both of them and wormed his way into their confidence.


    He pointed them to a dirt path in a small clearing in the trees. Linking arms, the twins, virtual clones of each other in their matching black tee-shirts and jeans, started down the steep hill ahead of him. A shower of pebbles and loose dirt cascaded down the slope as they descended and they clung to each other as much for balance as for comfort.


    Zach, knowing how acutely aware they were of its presence behind them, didn’t bother to threaten them with his weapon.


    Neither twin needed to verbalize her thoughts for one to know what the other was thinking. When the blue slate roof of an elegant French country house became visible below, Jessica divined what was in her twin’s head: Simon built and lived in this house, but he’ll never return here. Her painful grip on Jessica’s hand said more than if her twin had shouted it out loud.


    They reached the gate, seamlessly inserted into a wall formed of river rock at the bottom of the path. Zach punched a code on the keypad and led them, silent and businesslike, into the garden.


    They filed past a swimming pool lined with chaise lounges dappled with late afternoon sunshine, past manicured flower beds, past a late model silver Bentley Continental on the circular driveway, and around to the back door of the house.


    Zach, who led them through a sizable utility room into the spacious kitchen, seemed to know his way around. He took them through an empty family room that was larger than both twins’ apartments combined. The voice of a local news anchor blathered from a big screen television mounted on a wall; a replay of Christine Palmer’s press conference that followed them through the house, which sprawled as large as a private hotel.


    They followed a glass-walled outer corridor that gave onto views of the heavily wooded canyon and ended at a private study. Rich ox-blood walls, big leather armchairs and sofa. Rough-hewn beams across the ceiling. Studding the wall behind the fireplace mantel were framed photographs of Simon Lawrie and Christine Palmer, a handsome couple, hobnobbing with celebrities and dignitaries. French doors led out to a cobblestone terrace.


    “You can wait in here,” Zach said. It was the first time he had said anything since they entered the grounds and Jessica thought he seemed tense. “The patio doors are locked and this one will be too, so plan on sticking around.” As he closed the door behind him, the muted click of a bolt sliding into place confirmed his words.


    Jenna went to the French doors and shook the handle anyway. “D’you think they’re watching us?”


    A visual sweep of the room found nothing Jessica could identify as a camera, but it had to be assumed that surveillance equipment in a house like this one would be sophisticated enough to require an electronic sniffer to locate. She cupped her hands around her mouth and pressed her lips to Jenna’s ear. “Wouldn’t be surprised. Be careful what you say.”


    Jenna following suit, leaned close to Jessica and dropped her voice to a barely audible whisper. “There’s a spare key in the front driver’s side wheel well. If you get a chance, go. Promise.”


    “You, too.”


    “Promise.”


    They linked arms and stood side by side as if banding together that way as a unit made them stronger. Jessica had a feeling that they needed all the strength they could rally.
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    The woman who entered the study a few minutes later was a pale imitation of the powerful senator in the photographs. Her eyes were as puffy and red-rimmed, her face as pasty and strained as might be expected of any grief-stricken widow. Dressed in a smart black designer suit and spike-heeled shoes that seemed to indicate her recent arrival at the house, no doubt in the Bentley.


    Senator Christine Palmer closed the study door behind her and regarded the twins from across the room. Her eyes rested first on one, then the other in silent appraisal. “Well, well,” she said at length. “If it isn’t the Doublemint Twins. Which one is the slut that was screwing my husband? Or did you take turns? A threesome perhaps? Simon would enjoy that.”


    At her side, Jessica felt her twin stiffen and pressed Jenna’s arm tighter against her, warning her to say nothing. Determined to protect her sister and take the brunt of this woman’s wrath, Jessica lifted her chin and said with conviction, “I’m Jenna Marcott.”


    Palmer nodded her head, the full red lips pursed with contempt. “I learned long ago to live with Simon’s flings—God knows there were plenty of them, but he robbed the cradle this time.”


    Her words stabbed Jessica’s heart on her sister’s behalf. Had Jenna been canny enough to realize that their affair was not the first time Simon had cheated on his wife?


    Even at twenty-seven and with a track record of bad relationships, there was a guilelessness about Jen that always led her to believe the lies of the men she attracted. “You didn’t have to kill him,” she said.


    Palmer turned the sneer in her direction. “I didn’t kill him you stupid bitch. And that’s why I had you brought here—to make you understand that what’s going on is far bigger than this. It’s bigger than me and it’s certainly bigger than the two of you. This is our last fucking chance.” She threaded her way around the furniture and dropped into one of the big leather armchairs. Crossing one knee over the other, she kicked with the pointed toe of her shoe toward the sofa. “Sit. Over there.”


    When they had complied, Palmer spoke again, her voice shaking with emotion. “I couldn’t give a crap whether you believe it or not, but the truth is, I tried to save Simon. I did manage to save your worthless life. You didn’t know that, did you? My...” She broke off, searching for the word she wanted.


    “When you started asking the wrong questions, threatening to go public, my backers had every intention of silencing you right then. But I pointed out that if something happened to my husband’s ‘executive assistant,’ it would have brought the spotlight around onto me, which is a very bad idea for a candidate.”


    Her lip curled into a sneer. “The goddamned media is more thorough than the FBI and the CIA combined, and your little affair de coeur would have been exposed. So instead, they decided to spare you and allow you to volunteer for the clinical trial of their special little device.” Palmer paused, assessing the twins with humorless smile. “I hear it worked out quite well, too. Much smoke damage, dear?”


    “How dare you screw around with people’s lives like this!” Jenna cried. “You aren’t God. You can’t get away with playing this kind of game!”


    “The people I’m dealing with don’t ‘play games,’ girlie,” Palmer said. “They have some very specific goals and believe me, they will meet them, one way or another.”


    She shrugged. “In a way, I’m just a pawn in all this, too. What happened to Simon was because he was weak. He was about to cave because of you.”


    “But now, the spotlight, as you put it, will be pointed at you anyway,” Jessica said, drawing Palmer’s focus away from Jenna. “It doesn’t sound like your backers planned very well, does it?”


    Palmer shrugged. “Collateral damage. Now it comes down to damage control.”


    “Nice way to think of your husband—collateral damage,” Jessica said.


    “Your precious sister just had to discuss the Project with him. That’s why he’s dead. It’s her fault.”


    Jessica stared back at her in contempt, wondering how the woman could live with herself. Her chin lifted in defiance. “What is it you want with us, Senator? Why are we here?”


    “You are here for one reason.” Palmer reached over to a side table next to her chair, where a crystal decanter and lowball glass had been set out on a tray. After pouring herself two fingers of Scotch she closed her eyes and threw back a hefty swallow. She drew in a breath and released a long sigh.


    “I’ve been given one last opportunity to appeal to your common sense. Not that I wouldn’t love to see the two of you with a bullet through your heads.”


    Palmer paused, allowing a moment for her words to sink in. “The trouble is, my campaign must be free of innuendo of any kind. First, the funeral. Then I return to Washington, where I will not allow Simon’s death to distract the people from the importance of my message.”


    She leveled a hard look at them both. “When I’m President, we will bring this country back around to the way it used to be.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Jessica asked.


    “If you’re a good girl, you just might be around to find out.”


    “What about Project 42?”


    “That will go on as it is, of course. The clinical trials are working very well.”


    “Let me guess,” said Jenna. “You’ve come up with a way to get handpicked members of Congress to try the sexual enhancement device, but the truth is, your people will be controlling them with the secondary device, getting them to vote the way you want them to. Am I close?”


    “Close enough.”


    “What else, the Supreme Court?”


    “The Supreme Court and anyone we deem needs a little persuasion. It’s going to take some more experimentation and tweaking, but we’re getting there.”


    “How can you justify what you’re doing?” Jessica challenged, hating the Senator’s smug, self-satisfied expression. It was clear that she had drunk her own Kool-Aid.


    Palmer raised her glass as if in a toast. “I can justify it because I’m doing God’s work. This country has been going down the wrong road for a long time now. The people need help thinking the right way again.”


    “The right way? You mean your way. The Morton brothers’ way.”


    “Ah. You have done your homework,” Palmer said. “I can see that my backers were right to rein you in. But whatever you think is going on doesn’t matter, does it? Here’s the bottom line, girlies, and it’s your one chance. You call off your detective and tell him it was all a misunderstanding. That’s it.”


    “Why would we agree to back off?” Jessica asked. “You just said you can’t afford to kill us. The media would be on it in a hot minute after Simon’s death.”


    “Oh, we don’t have to do anything so Draconian as to kill you. There’s another option; one where your mind, dear Jenna, ends up a mush.”


    Christine Palmer downed the rest of her drink and set the glass back on the tray, then weighed her upturned palms as if they were a scale. “Hmm, let’s see. Back off and keep my cognitive powers intact, or end up in a straitjacket in a state hospital? Which would I choose?”


    Jessica found the Senator’s easy confidence alarming. Why was she so unafraid? “What’s to stop us from having the device removed?”


    “It’s not that simple, darlin’.” Palmer reached into her jacket pocket and took out a cell phone and punched in a number. She spoke into the phone. “Would you come to the study, please.”


    Thirty seconds later Dr. Kapur entered.


    “Tariq, I believe you’ve already met Ms. Mack,” said Christine Palmer, though she indicated Jenna. “At the time you were first introduced, she was masquerading as Ms. Marcott.”


    Under other circumstances, Jessica would have laughed at the paradox.


    “Ladies,” Kapur included both sisters in a small bow. “It’s quite remarkable! I can see why there was confusion about Ms. Mack’s identity. You do present a most interesting problem, but I must say I appreciate your participation in our test process.”


    “As if we were given a choice,” Jenna said dully.


    “Doctor,” said Palmer, ignoring her. “Would you please explain the disadvantages of attempting to remove the microchip.”


    “I would be delighted, my dear.”


    Kapur smiled and Jessica could see his transparent pleasure at the opportunity to hold forth on his project. It was apparent in the lightness of his step as he went to stand in front of the big window; in the way he clasped his hands behind his back, taking up a lecturing posture like a professor about to address a class of interested students.


    “So. We have found that the device becomes rapidly assimilated into the body. Fibrous tissue begins to grow around it so that it is integrated into the host’s brain. What this means to you, Ms. Marcott, is that since your procedure was about two weeks ago, tissue growth is assumed to already be well established. Admittedly, assimilation was an unintended side effect of the implant, but it’s one that works out well for us, as it makes the microchip virtually impossible to detect.”


    Jessica felt sick at the gloating way Kapur’s smug gaze swung from Jenna to her, no doubt reassuring himself that they were suitably impressed by what he was telling them. Jenna sat silent beside her, her shoulders drooping as though she had already given up any hope of escape. She was staring a statuette on the cocktail table. The green marble horse head seemed to have her mesmerized.


    “Any attempt to excise the microchip would be entail significant risk,” Kapur droned on. “Surrounding brain structures could be damaged in the process. You see, the implant is placed close to the amygdala, which, among other things, affects the emotions, and the hippocampus, which affects memory. Thus, removal of the microchip could severely impact memory functions. And from what I’ve heard, Ms. Mack can tell you something about how it feels to be without a memory.”


    Christine Palmer poured herself another drink as Kapur droned on.


    “Since the device is microscopic, once tissue overgrowth has become established, even if you were looking for it, it would not easily be seen on an MRI or CT Scan. And magnetic imaging would cause traumatic burns to the brain.” He paused for breath. “If you bothered to read the specifications you stole, you will know that we use a very fine cathode needle, tracing its path through a computer screen to implant the microchip exactly where it needs to be to produce the electrical impulse to stimulate the appropriate area. Because every brain is a little different, you see, it takes a great deal of skill to place it precisely in the cerebral cortex—”


    “Thank you, doctor,” Palmer broke in, cutting short the speech with an impatient wave of her hand. “I think they now understand the problem.”


    Jessica clasped her hands tight in her lap to keep Palmer from seeing them tremble. Her heart was thumping like a rock band’s amp. Still pretending to be Jenna, she said, “Let me get this right. You’re threatening to turn me into a zombie if we don’t cooperate?”


    Kapur frowned. “‘Zombie’ is so inelegant.”


    “More like stark raving lunatic,” Palmer interjected with a malicious smile. “I know you’re still tweaking it, Tariq, but maybe a little reminder to help them to make their decision...”


    “Of course, my dear.” With a look of pride, Kapur removed a tablet device from his pocket. It looked similar to the one Jenna had snatched from BioNeutronics, but about half the size. He said, “I understand you helped yourself to one of the early test transmitters from the lab. Wasn’t it kind of Dr. Polzin to leave it out for you to find?”


    “Left it out?” Jenna asked in a faint voice.


    “Zach reported in when you went into the lab,” Palmer said. “Luckily, Raisa was able to run over and help you out with the transmitter.”


    “But—why?”


    “Why?” Christine Palmer echoed. “It gave you something to play with while the lab was being cleaned up.”


    Jessica forced herself to remain stonefaced, but at Palmer’s words, she could feel any fight remaining in her twin seep away. Despair lodged deep in Jessica’s core. If the evidence of Project 42's secondary device had already been removed from the lab, there would be nothing to find, even if Detective Jovanic was able to get someone interested. The flash drive was in her backpack at Zach’s apartment. He would turn it over to Senator Palmer for destruction.


    “We’ve greatly improved its functions over the version you got,” Dr. Kapur was saying. “This beta version has its own app, too. Of course, the app can’t go on the market right away. There’s a lot of testing to be done yet.” As he spoke, he slid a miniature keyboard from the transmitter and started tapping out commands with his thumbs. “Let’s see what we can get out of Ms. Marcott today. With this version I may even be able to stimulate more precise emotions.”


    “Can you make her choke her sister?” Senator Palmer asked lightly, as if the whole thing were a joke.


    Knowing that she was deadly serious, the question made Jessica’s mouth go dry.


    “We are not quite at a stage where we can give specific commands, but that is coming,” Kapur answered with the nonchalance of discussing the dinner menu. “For now, it’s a matter of stimulating a certain type of emotion. How the subject expresses the emotion is, unfortunately, random. Thus, the fire she set.”


    Jessica’s pulse kicked into high gear. The thought of the scientist poking around in Jenna’s brain with his surgical instruments already made her want to get her hands around his throat and squeeze the life out of him. Watching him tap out commands designed to hurt her twin unleashed a rage she never knew existed in her. Stop!” she shouted.


    The doctor’s head jerked up as she sprang off the couch. The distraction was enough to arrest the rapid movement of his fingers on the keyboard. Jessica raced across the room. She crossed in front of Palmer’s chair, her eyes fixed on the transmitter in Kapur’s hands.


    The senator kicked out hard with her spike heel, connecting with Jessica’s injured knee. Jessica’s thigh muscle seized, her leg collapsed. She went down with a cry of pain and crashed against the cocktail table.


    Through the blur of agony, she could see Kapur once again typing on the transmitter keyboard. Bent on stopping him, Jessica grasped the lip of the cocktail table and started to stand. In her peripheral vision, she was aware of Jenna bending, reaching...


    Palmer tackled her and rode her back down to the floor, thick pile carpet fibers mashing into her nose and mouth as the full weight of the Senator pressed against her diaphragm. She was not a large woman, but she had a good thirty pounds on Jessica.


    Twisting, thrashing, Jessica struggled for breath, but Palmer planted her knees on her back, squeezing the oxygen from her lungs.


    Then things seemed to happen all at once in slow motion and at the speed of light.


    A whoosh of air as someone ran past.


    A strangled protest.


    A clatter, a dull thud.


    Like a marionette whose strings are rudely cut, on the far side of the cocktail table, Tariq Kapur dropped to the floor.


    Almost at once, the weight lifted off Jessica, but she was too winded to raise her head. From under the table, one half-closed brown eye stared back at her.


    For a nanosecond, there was silence. Then Palmer started shrieking for Zach.


    There was the sound of shattering glass, then silence again.


    The study door slammed open. Weapon extended, Zach swept the room. His eyes lit first on Jessica, still prone on the floor. Then Christine Palmer and the motionless form of Dr. Kapur.


    Swiveling his gaze back to the senator he snapped, “Where’s the other one?”


    


    

  


  
    



    f o r t y – t w o


     


     


     


    Jenna Marcott stopped running and sat down on the dusty path. She hated dirt, but her head felt fuzzy, as though she had not eaten in far too long and her blood sugar was in the basement. She pressed her hands to her temples, trying to remember.


    How did I get here?


    What happened?


    Where’s Jess?


    Bits of memories floated, scraps of images: watching Dr. Kapur keying something on a tablet....a pleasant tingling across her scalp. Then, chaos. Literally, a brainstorm.


    A sleepwalker waking confused in the middle of a nightmare, Jenna could remember nothing more. Gazing down at the blue tiled roof some thirty feet below, she recognized Simon Lawrie’s home from photos he had shown her.


    Why is Simon’s house down there?


    From her vantage point she could see across the wall surrounding the property to the flagstone patio at the back of the house. The French door stood open. Jenna picked absently at the glass splinters dotting the back of her hand. Where had they come from?


    Simon is dead.


    She squeezed her eyes shut, puzzling over what had happened and why she was here. Then she looked again. A dark patch in the glass of the French door resolved into a jagged hole.


    Why is there a hole in the door?


    More slices of memory: Jessica, flying across the room at the doctor. Christine Palmer kicking out with her spiked heel. Jenna had been consumed with a terrible, killing rage; picked up the horse head statuette from the cocktail table....


    The memory abruptly ended.


    Extending her hands in front of her, she stared at the slim fingers and bloody palms, as if they belonged to someone else. She remembered the question Christine Palmer had asked Dr. Kapur: “Can you make her choke her sister?”


    Oh God, Jess! What did he make me do?


    There was no way she would have used these hands to harm her twin. Was there?


    You set a fire while she was asleep.


    Jenna rolled onto her knees and vomited until her stomach was empty. She began to scour her hands against the dirt path. Frenzied, she scrubbed until the bloodstains were caked with clay. Then she went on scrubbing until the only blood that remained was her own.


    The searing pain of scraped-raw palms helped to clear her mind, but she could not recall how her hands had become covered in blood. What she did remember was the promise she and Jess had made to each other in Christine Palmer’s study: if one of them got away, she must go for help.


    Regardless of whatever Tariq Kapur had programmed her to do, she owed it to her twin to keep that promise. Whispering a prayer for Jessica and blocking out everything but her resolve to finish climbing the hill, Jenna got to her feet.


    She was within a few feet of the Nissan when the sharp crack of a gunshot echoed across the canyon.
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    Tariq Kapur lay as still as stone. Blood dribbled from a wide gash above his eyebrow into the white carpet. Christine Palmer was hysterically screaming that Jenna had killed him.


    Greedily sucking air into her oxygen-starved lungs, Jessica dragged herself to a sitting position and looked around the room. The gaping hole in the glass pane of the open French door, the scattering of broken glass on the floor. The horse’s head, its marble surface streaked with blood, lay on its side amid the glass.


    Jenna—where is Jenna?


    Kapur groaned, his fingers curling into a claw. Not dead. Palmer stopped screaming.


    Jessica spoke into the hush. “I guess your little device still needs work.”


    “Bitch, you just used up your last chance.” Palmer snatched a wad of cocktail napkins from the tray beside her chair and wedged them between Tariq Kapur’s head and the carpet. “It’s going to be hell to get this blood out.”


    Suddenly, she whirled on Zach, who had lowered his gun and taken out his cell phone. “What do you think you’re doing?”


    “Calling 911. We need paramedics.”


    “Put the phone down,” Palmer ordered. “He can’t be found here in this condition. We’ll get him out to your car and you can take him to a discreet doctor. You can find someone.”


    “Senator, this man has a serious head wound. He can’t be moved until medical personnel check him out.”


    “He can’t stay here! Do you hear me, Zach? He cannot stay in this house! Get him out of here.” Palmer reached over as she spoke and slapped the phone out of Zach’s hand.


    Feeling as if her knee had been bashed with a crowbar, Jessica leaned on the cocktail table for support and struggled to her feet. “This is who she is, Zach,” she said as he reached out and gave her a hand. “All she cares about is getting elected. Can’t you see, it doesn’t matter to her who she destroys along the way?”


    As far as Jessica was concerned, Dr. Kapur deserved no better than he had gotten, but the Senator’s callous disregard for her ally’s life was beyond comprehension. She glared at Palmer with loathing, as Zach, after making sure she could stand on her own, let go of her. “What made you willing to take this road, Senator? Why would you involve yourself in something so...evil as mind control?”


    Palmer’s laugh had a bitter edge. “It’s not me who’s calling the shots. I sold my soul to the devil. I have to be elected—God wants me to be President; it’s a Divine Calling. These people are just a means to get there.”


    “Do you know how little sense that makes? You can’t serve two masters, Senator.”


    “I do what I have to do.” Christine Palmer turned to Zach, who was checking Kapur’s pulse. “Go find the sister. Drag the bitch back here by the hair if you have to. And if you’re too squeamish about Tariq, I’ll get someone else to do the cleanup. By the way, you’re fired.”


    Zach straightened and there was something about the way he looked—no, the way he carried himself—some indefinable change in his stance. Jessica felt it as she had earlier at his apartment. It was as if he had slipped into a different persona.


    When he spoke, his voice was a little louder, stronger. “I’m afraid not, Senator. This is where it ends.”


    “You seem to have forgotten who’s been paying your very nice salary, Zach,” Christine Palmer sneered. “Don’t tell me you’re suddenly a starry-eyed idealist.”


    “No, ma’am, I’m a special agent with the FBI.”


    Christine Palmer froze. Then she lunged for his gun hand.


    With his free hand, Zach caught hold of her wrist. An unwitting onlooker might have thought they were dancing as they struggled and twisted, their bodies pressed as close as lovers. Zach’s arm came up, pointing the gun at the ceiling. Palmer brought up her foot.


    Still trying to process what had just happened, Jessica yelled a warning, but it came too late. Palmer’s stiletto heel raked Zach’s leg. For half a blink, instinct bent him forward; long enough for Palmer to get both her hands around his weapon hand and pull it down between them.


    The gunshot was a deafening explosion.


    Zach went down on his knees, his weapon still in his hand. His other hand clutched at his throat, where blood blossomed.


    “You shot him!” Jessica cried, her ears ringing. “Are you crazy?”


    “I didn’t shoot him,” Palmer screamed. “He shot himself, you saw it!” She whipped around and backhanded Zach across the face. “FBI? I hired a fucking FBI agent? You lied to me, you son of a bitch.”


    As if she realizing only now what she had said, the Senator gasped. Her eyes went as glassy as Jenna’s had under the control of the transmitter.


    Zach’s face had drained paper white. Blood seeped through the fingers he pressed to his throat and ran down his wrist as he struggled to get to his feet.


    Jessica moved to help him. The greyish blue tinge to his lips worried her. She could tell that though he was going into shock he was struggling to stay upright and in control. Still clutching his weapon, he collapsed in a heap against her.


    “Hang on, Zach, I’m calling for help.” Jessica said in a loud voice. She helped him to the floor and grabbed his phone, slid her shaking fingers across the screen. If he lost consciousness it would be all over.


    She was waiting for the call to connect when a commotion outside drew her attention. Running feet on the patio. Loud slamming of doors in other parts of the house. Men in tactical vests, weapons drawn, swarmed into the room, yelling.


    “Freeze. FBI! FBI! Drop the weapon!”


    “Everyone on the floor! Get down! Get down!”


    For the third time in the space of five minutes, Jessica found herself face down in the carpet. She could feel the flurry of activity around her as doors opened and closed. Agents moving fast, yelling to each other, each identifying a target. Phone exchanges with paramedics. Rapid fire questions for the Senator. “Who else is in the house? Are there any other weapons? Anyone else injured?”


    Then Jessica heard a familiar voice that made her go limp with relief: “That’s my sister. Let her up. She didn’t do anything wrong.”


    Jenna.


    Strong hands reached down and encircled Jessica’s arms, hauled her upright.
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    FBI Special Agent Zach Smith woke up in a hospital bed with Jenna Marcott on one side and Jessica Mack on the other. He did not know which twin was which, but he did know that the man standing at the foot of his bed was Case Agent Roland Sparks, his boss.


    Sparks told them that Zach had been lucky. The round fired from his service weapon had missed his spine by a fraction of an inch, cleanly exiting the back of his neck. The bullet had struck the trachea just below the larynx, requiring surgical repairs to muscle and tissue. The doctor had said it might take a week or more before he healed well enough for removal of the trach tube. Until then she would not know whether his voice would return to normal. For the moment, he was unable to speak at all.


    “But why did he have to spy on us?” Jenna wanted to know after being assured that Zach was going to recover.


    “Think of it more as keeping watch over you,” Sparks said with a touch of irony.


    “By kidnapping us?” That was Jessica.


    Zach, frustrated by his inability to speak, moved restlessly in the bed. Jenna covered his hand with hers, reassuring him with a smile.


    “He knew our emergency team would be monitoring the situation,” Sparks said with an almost-smile. “When he picked up Ms. Marcott from the hospital and she told him about being kidnapped and implanted with a behavior control device, it instantly changed the direction of our investigation.


    “We were suddenly looking at a very different matter from diversion of campaign contributions and illegal use of funds, which is what we had been investigating for several months. He called me for instructions, then brought you up to his apartment to keep you out of harm’s way until we could get our operation in place.”


    “You mean you had your people up on that hill already when we got there?” Jessica asked.


    “No, they were right behind you, waiting for Agent Smith’s signal. He was wearing a wire. We were listening in the car. Having a U.S. Senator involved made it a highly sensitive situation.”


    Jessica couldn’t help noticing how different Sparks looked in his dark grey suit and crisp white shirt with silver silk tie. She had not had time to think about his looks when the five-person emergency rescue team had burst into the study, guns drawn, everybody shouting at once. Leading his team into Senator Palmer’s home, Sparks had been wearing a bulletproof tactical vest over his shirt, FBI emblazoned across it in large yellow letters. He cleaned up pretty nicely.


    Being laid out and handcuffed by the FBI, even for just a few minutes, was an experience Jessica would be happy to forget. Senator Palmer and each twin had been separately moved to other locations in the house until the agents were able to question them.


    As a U.S. senator Christine Palmer was accorded greater deference than the run-of-the-mill arrestee would receive, but she had suffered the same indignity—on the floor, cuffed, patted down. She had immediately lawyered up and clammed up.


    Later, Jessica and Jenna wondered to each other whether the senator, with the backing of the Morton Brothers, would manage to slide out of whatever federal charges might be lodged against her. More likely, since she was no longer of any use to them—her presidential campaign was of course in tatters—she would be left twisting in the wind.


    Then there was the urgent matter of the device that had been implanted in Jenna’s head. The sisters had spent long hours being interviewed—or interrogated, as Jessica thought of it—on what they knew about Project 42. The flash drive had been commandeered, but Roland Sparks’ superiors pressed for more.


    “You want what?” Jenna cried in horror when he forwarded their proposal. “You want me to leave this thing in my head so your people can experiment on me?”


    Sparks had the grace to look sheepish. “That’s not quite what I meant, Ms. Marcott.”


    “What quite did you mean, then?”


    “It’s just that the scientists we’ve been talking to are viewing it as an incredible opportunity to study the effects of the microchip, and since it’s already implanted...Hey, don’t kill the messenger.”


    She stared at him, trying to figure out whether he was serious. Were FBI agents ever not serious? She couldn’t tell. “You saw what I did to Dr. Kapur. He might have permanent brain damage—not that he doesn’t deserve it—but the effects of the device are totally unpredictable. You know about Matthew Casey attacking my sister. Why don’t you go experiment on him?”


    SAC Sparks was shaking his head. “We will be talking to him, and all the other people in the study, too. Look, I’m not saying you should do it. But you do have a unique perspective, considering your former relationship with BioNeutronics....”


    “Are you totally out of your mind? You must think I’m out of mine. This thing is gone the minute I can find a neurosurgeon to dig it out of my head. Now, am I under arrest for something, or do I get to leave?”


    Sparks shrugged. “We have no reason to hold you.”


    Jenna snatched up her purse and headed for the door.


    


    

  


  
    



    f o r t y – f i v e


     


     


     


    Jessica Mack gazed through the window at the ocean and thought about her last trip aboard Amtrak’s Surfliner. Three weeks ago—a lifetime—she had awakened to find herself traveling north with no idea of who she was or where she was headed.


    Her memory still had holes in it, but her past was returning piece by piece and she was confident that with the help of Dr. Gold, everything she needed to remember would be restored. Meanwhile, she was returning to her apartment in Escondido to file for divorce and prepare herself for her Greg’s trial. It meant once again reliving the death of her child, but Jessica had come to understand that the pain of remembering Justin was more bearable than the pain of forgetting him.


    On this trip, Jessica was traveling with her twin. Jenna had her own demons to face, her own grieving to do, but this time the sisters would grieve together and decide what they wanted the future to look like.


    Senator Palmer had bailed out of federal custody. If a trial ever happened, considering her resources and all the high-priced lawyers at her disposal, it would be a long time coming and the results seemed dubious. Meanwhile, the media was wetting themselves over the juicy story, exploring every angle down to the last syllable, 24/7.


    Zach remained in the hospital, recovering from his injury. The sisters had stayed at his bedside the first night and day, departing with a solemn promise to stay in touch.


    There had been something in his eyes when he looked at Jenna—something that made Jessica believe that once her twin gained some distance from Simon Lawrie’s death, love could find her again. She had not mentioned this, didn’t need to; they were identical twins—two halves of the same whole.


    “I couldn’t believe Zach’s boss wanted me to be their guinea pig,” Jenna said, pulling Jessica’s attention away from the scenery outside the window. “He couldn’t expect me to just leave this thing in my brain until they figure out how it works, could he?”


    “Maybe he should have one implanted in his head, see how he likes it,” Jessica countered with a grin. “He was actually kind of hot.”


    Jenna mirrored the grin back at her. “Yeah, Ariel, I saw you how you were looking at him.”


    Jessica admitted with a secret smile that she would not be averse to putting Roland Sparks back in the frame. She was aware that it would be unprofessional for him to say anything while she was involved in the case, but she had definitely sensed a return of her interest. “Maybe I can transmit some thoughts to him without an implant,” she said.


    They both laughed. And for just a few hours, they put aside their fears about the chip still embedded in Jenna’s head and pretend they were nothing more than two sisters taking a train ride south to Escondido.
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    CHAPTER ONE


     


     


    It started with a phone call.


    The familiar ringtone had already jarred her out of a sound sleep, but Jovanic rolled out of bed and carried his phone into the bathroom, trying not to disturb her further. Claudia Rose lay in the dark listening to his low voice filter through the wall, wondering where the person at the other end of the line was sending him tonight. The numbers on the bedside clock glowed two thirty-three.


    Rolling over, she reached for the thermal blanket crumpled at the foot of the bed and drew it up over her bare shoulders. The words themselves were indistinct, but she could tell by his tone that something was amiss.


    Moments later, the sound of the shower beating against the wall told her the call had ended. Three minutes in and out; running water in the sink—brushing his teeth, a hurried shave.


    Because he always considered her comfort Jovanic turned off the bathroom light before he opened the door. Yet, despite his quiet movements through the bedroom, Claudia knew from the click of the security snap that he had holstered his Glock; from the whisper of cotton against acetate that he was shrugging into his suit coat. She knew from the muttered curse under his breath when he stumbled against the sharp corner of the bed frame while hunting for his dress shoes.


    Before heading out, he leaned down and dropped a light kiss on the top of her head. She propped herself on one elbow, seeking him through the shadows. “Where is it?” Her voice was still thick with the remnants of her dream.


    “Shhh. Go back to sleep.”


    “Tell me; where are you going?”


    “Venice.”


    “You sounded upset.”


    Jovanic hesitated. “Homicide upsets me.”


    “Not like that, it doesn’t.”


    Already halfway through the bedroom door, he paused in the frame before turning back, chilling her with his words. “It’s a kid.”
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