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      In memory of my parents, Florence and William Smiloff, who both suffered from memory disorders and for those people and families who are currently struggling with dementia and Alzheimer’s Disease.
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      I’ve taken poetic license in describing the clinical trial depicted in this book including the way the trial was conducted. It is not based on any current or real clinical trial and is purely fictional.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      I leaned back, closed my eyes against the blaring lights of the jail cell-sized room and tried to answer Dr. Murray’s questions about that summer day twenty-five years ago. Concentrating on the images that flickered in my mind, I saw my five-year-old sister and me in a sandbox, a faceless man entering our backyard gate.

      “Don't think too hard, Lauren. Let the memories come.” The doctor's voice persisted, a mantra in my head.

      I struggled to summon up the rest of the scene. “Patty and I are in our sandbox and there’s a man, but … I’m sorry, Dr. Murray. I can’t see his face.” I opened my eyes. My heart was pounding, the same reaction I had each night after my dreams of the “Shadow Man” that had haunted me since childhood.

      “Keep trying, Lauren. Close your eyes again and take some deep breaths.”

      "No. It’s useless. I can’t remember anything else. That’s why I’m here. That’s why I need to be accepted into your clinical trial.” I stared across at Dr. Randolph Murray, the head doctor at Memory Makers.

      Dr. Murray glanced down at the table through his bi-focal lenses. The surface was empty except for the manila file he flipped open and began to read to himself. “Hmm,” he said closing it as he met my stare. “You were kidnapped with your sister that day and found in the woods that night. Your sister’s body was recovered later. Yet you don’t remember anything after the two of you were in your backyard together.” He paused, still meeting my eyes with his dissecting gaze. We know that major events in our lives, whether good or bad, are easiest to recall. Unless, of course, one puts up a block.”

      “That’s why I’m here,” I said dropping my eyes to the table. I noticed one nick scratched on the side and wondered how it happened. Did another one of the volunteers for this new memory drug trial make it?

      “Lauren, you understand that the people we’ve accepted into this program are subjects who are candidates for dementia and Alzheimer’s? Some have already developed signs of these illnesses. Your case is different. We made an exception, but you need to cooperate.”

      “I am cooperating, Dr. Murray. You know my background. You have it all in your file. I’ve consulted numerous psychologists and psychiatrists. I’ve been hypnotized a bunch of times with no luck. You’re my last resort.” I watched his face for any sign of compassion but didn’t see any. It was cold, calculating, scientific, and distant. I wondered not for the first time if I’d done the right thing by answering the Facebook ad asking for volunteers to test a new drug for memory loss that promised not only to keep a person from forgetting but to actually retrieve lost memories.

      Murray closed my file, looked up at me again. “All right, in that case, we move on to step 2. I’ll call the nurse to prepare the injection.”

      “No. Wait.” I stood up. “I don’t think I’m ready. I’m sorry to have wasted your time.”

      I expected him to argue with me, insist that I stay and finish the trial. Instead, he smiled and extended his hand to me. “Very well, Miss Phelps. I wish you well.” His use of my last name indicated he wasn’t happy with my decision to quit.

      “I need to remember what happened with Patty, but I’ve only been coming here for a week. Can’t I have more time to …”

      He cut me off before I could finish with a shake of his head. “I’m afraid not. These sessions we’ve had so far were just the prep for the injections. We’ve done the same with the other five candidates. No one has objected to the shot. There’s nothing to worry about. We don’t expect any major side effects. We start with a low dose. There are a series of three shots usually given a week or two apart depending on the subject’s progress. The memory effect isn’t fully apparent until after the last shot. At that point, we follow up for as long as it takes. I think this was already explained to you, so why are you backing out now?”

      The truth issued from my lips before I could censor it, “I’m afraid.”

      “Afraid of what?” He raised his gray eyebrows over his glass frames. “That you’ll remember? Isn’t that what you want? Don’t you want to see the person responsible for your sister’s murder brought to justice?”

      “Of course, I do.” I sat back down and took a breath. I was glad he was trying to convince me to stay. “What happens after the first shot?”

      He sighed. “I’ll be honest. We’re not sure. I would imagine that, after the first injection, you would have better recall of your short-term memory. For instance, you might recall what you ate for dinner the night before. Many people, even those without memory issues, can’t do that. As I mentioned, people tend not to focus on unimportant experiences. Unless something unique happened at dinner, you probably wouldn’t consider it important enough to record in your crowded memory bank. But with the aid of the injection, not only would you remember every bite of that steak or swallow of that wine, but you would smell and taste it.”

      “That sounds amazing, but you said that my long-term memories wouldn’t be uncovered until after the third shot.”

      He nodded again. “That’s right. But we mustn’t skip to the third shot before you’re ready. It’s very important that we space out the injections for the optimum results.” He cleared his throat and then said, “There’s one more part of this treatment that you should know about. After the first shot, you’ll start to attend group sessions with the other patients involved in the study. You’ll be required to spend most of your day here and eat your meals with them. The food will be provided as well as daily exercise and reading material. Do you have any objections to that?”

      It sounded more like a psychological trial than a medical one, but I had no choice but to agree now that I’d decided to continue. “No,” I said sounding firmer than I felt.

      “Good. Then I’ll summon the nurse. You’re agreeing to the first shot.” It was a statement rather than a question.

      I took another deep breath. “Sure. Go ahead.” I had nothing to lose at this point. For years, I’d held myself responsible for what happened to Patty, and it had broken up my parents’ marriage as well as my college romance.

      While Dr. Murray went down the hall to summon the nurse, I thought back to when I first learned of the Memory Maker’s drug trial.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      The ad on Facebook caught my attention. It popped up on the right-hand side of the page like the multitude of other ads that people pay for to advertise their products to an international market. The software customizes these ads, so you see more of the ones that might interest you. Since I belonged to a few Facebook cat-themed groups and had purchased cat supplies, jewelry, and clothing online, I often saw sales for cat items in my news stream. The ad for Memory Makers was different. “Having trouble with your Memory? Memory Makers can help. Click here for a confidential evaluation and see if you’re eligible to participate in a trial for our breakthrough memory loss treatment.”

      How could Facebook have known that I’d been trying to recover a lost memory? Despite the weird coincidence, I clicked on the link. It directed me to a Google form that asked for my contact information: address, email, and phone number. There was a disclaimer in small print releasing Facebook from any connection with Memory Makers or their products.

      After completing the information, I received an automatic response in my email thanking me for contacting Memory Makers and promising that I would hear back from them within forty-eight hours. I heard back the next day with a message left on my answering machine that I played when I came home from work.

      “Miss Phelps, this is Dr. Randolph Murray. I received your response to our invitation to be screened for our memory loss or, should I say, memory retrieval drug trial. Call me for further details about our program.” He left a number that I dialed with my cell.

      I was surprised that, instead of a receptionist, Dr. Murray himself answered my call.

      “Randolph Murray, may I help you?” His voice sounded cultured with that touch of coldness professionals often exuded.

      “Dr. Murray, this is Lauren Phelps. I’m returning your call returning my call for more information about Memory Makers.” I hadn’t meant to add a giggle at the end of my reply. I was afraid he would think I was a nervous schoolgirl, but he didn’t seem to notice.

      “Ms. Phelps. So nice to hear from you. I understand you responded to our Facebook ad. To be eligible to participate in our trial, you would need to travel to offices in Los Angeles for an interview and some testing. If you’re accepted into the trial, you’ll be housed near Memory Makers free of charge for three months while we evaluate your response to the medication. There won’t be any compensation except the knowledge that you will helping to put a drug on the market that would help memory loss sufferers. And, of course, you would benefit yourself from the treatment, although there are no guarantees. Would that interest you?”

      I paused considering this information. Having spent my whole life in New York, I’d never traveled to California but knew it was a half country away. If I had to spend three months out there, I would need to leave my six-month-old kittens and put my own work on hold.

      Looking back, I don’t know what madness possessed me to agree to these conditions. I only knew that I couldn’t live any longer than the twenty-five years I’d already spent not knowing who killed my sister.

      “Yes, Dr. Murray,” I said, “I would definitely be interested in participating in your drug trial.”
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        * * *

      

      Opening the door to the apartment Memory Makers rented for me after I passed their initial tests and received my first injection, I found no comfort in the bare walls. There was nothing to make my stay pleasant. No purring kitten greeted me or even a fish. I wasn’t allowed any pets or to place any decorations or furnishings other than what was provided. I didn’t mind this because it was only a temporary home. Soon, I would just be using the place to sleep because stage 1 required that I ate all my meals in the Memory Maker’s building. In addition, I would need to spend my time there watching scheduled movies and tv shows and reading books from their library. I would have to keep all my activities recorded in a daily journal they provided. All this was to monitor my response to the memory-inducing injections. It was a wonder I wasn’t required to sleep at Memory Makers. However, I would need to record my dreams, too.

      While I was away, my colleague and partner, Rick, was taking over my cases and keeping in touch with me through regular phone calls. The precinct was more than accommodating about the personal leave I’d requested. The only guilt I felt about taking this wild goose chase to California was abandoning the kids whose fate lay in finding them before they were brutalized, sexually molested, or murdered like my sister had been.

      Why I chose the kidnap division of the Nassau County Police Department was simple to understand. Patty and I had been kidnap victims that summer when I was three and she was five. I escaped but not without mental injuries of that day that I blocked as a result of the trauma I’d endured.

      There was a blinking red phone message on my answering machine. I dumped my coat and purse on a chair and played it back. It was my mother. “Lauren, are you okay? I’ve been trying to reach you. Call me.”

      Besides Rick, my mother had called every day to check on me. Ever since she lost my sister, she’d kept a tight reign on me, as if she was afraid that I would suffer the same fate as Patty and disappear from her life. That overprotectiveness combined with my father’s guilt at not having protected his daughters which drove him to becoming an alcoholic, ended my parents’ marriage.

      I picked up the phone and dialed across the country. It was 7 p.m. in California, so it would be 10 p.m. in New York. When she answered on the first ring, I said, “Mom, it’s me. Sorry I didn’t call you back yesterday. I’ve been busy.”

      “Lauren, you know how I worry.” Her voice was strained.

      “Yes, but I’m doing fine. How are you? How are Harry and Hermione?” I hoped that asking her about my kittens would lessen her anxiety.

      “I’m doing well considering I miss my daughter. Your cats are wild, but it’s nice having young ones here after Kitty and Little Girl.” Kitty and Little Girl were the mother and daughter cats she’d had for nearly twenty years before they’d died two years ago.

      “Thanks for taking care of them.”

      “You’re welcome, but when are you coming home?” She’d asked that question every day since I left a week ago.

      “I don’t know, Mom. It’s going to be a few months.”

      “Months? What are those people doing to you?”

      “Mom, I told you. It’s a clinical trial, but if it works, I could bring Patty’s killer to justice.” My voice broke on my sister’s name.

      “I don’t like this. It sounds dangerous. Patty’s gone. We need to accept that, but I still have you. If I have to fly over there and take you home, I’ll do it.”

      “Mom, please. I’m twenty-eight years old. It was my decision to come here and mine to stay.”

      A deep sigh echoed over the line. “I’m tired of arguing with you. You’re right that you’re an adult, but I’m still your mother, and I love you. Don’t forget that.”

      Tears suddenly misted my eyes, and my voice choked. “I know, Mom. This is just something I have to do. Thank you for your concern, but I’m being careful.”

      “I hope so, dear. Please take care.”

      “I will, and I love you, too, Mom.” I hung up.

      The phone rang as soon as I placed it down. It was Rick. He sounded weary which made me feel guiltier. “Hi, Lauren. How’s it going?”

      “I had my first shot today.”

      “Did it work?”

      I let out a short laugh. “It takes time, Rick. They tell me that I probably won’t recall much until after the third injection. What about you? What’s going on with Corey MacAllister?”

      His sigh had my heart racing. I thought, for a moment, he was going to tell me they’d found the toddler dead. Instead he said, “There’s been no leads or phone calls to the parents.”

      From prior cases we’d worked together, I knew that was a bad sign, one that might mean the boy was no longer alive. “I’m sorry, Rick. Is there anything I can do?”

      He paused before he replied. “You have your own problems, Lauren. You’re on personal leave now, so don’t worry about this case.”

      “I can’t help it, Rick. I feel like I’ve abandoned you.”

      It was his turn to laugh, but it was shorter and tighter than mine. “I’m a big boy. I can handle things here. Now get some rest and don’t worry. I’ll keep you posted on Corey, and you let me know how you make out with your memories.”

      “Okay,” I agreed halfheartedly. “You get some rest, too. You sound tired.”

      “I’m fine. I don’t need much sleep, and I hate to waste the time.”

      I knew he was conscious about the minutes slipping away while Corey was a captive.

      “If there’s any way I can help, let me know.”

      “I already told you that I have it all under control. Goodbye, Lauren.”

      The dial tone that greeted me before I could reply sounded harsh to my ears. I’d gotten him angry. Guilt spilled over me in a wave.

      Frustrated, I spent the rest of the night on my laptop going through Corey’s file that I’d made a copy of before leaving New York. At 2 in the morning, I finally shut off the computer and dragged myself to bed leaving behind three empty bags of potato chips and a coffee-stained mug that had been refilled several times.

      As soon as I hit the pillow, I was asleep. Then the dream came. The one that had haunted me from a young age. This time, it had another new spin.

      I was in the sandbox with Patty. Our father came out of the house to tell us he was waiting for an important call. “You girls can stay here and play.” He spoke to Patty, “Make sure your sister stays with you. I left the door open in case you want to go in and watch TV.”

      “Who’s calling you, Daddy?” Patty asked, her blue eyes wide.

      “No one you know, Baby Doll. I’m taking the call upstairs. I won’t be able to see you from there, but I’ll be as quick as possible.” And then he was off, striding with his long legs back to the house.

      The dream changed scenes abruptly. Patty and I were tied up. I was crying, pushing at the ropes that bound me.

      “Be quiet, Laurie. He’ll hear you.”

      Then he appeared, a black shadow across the floor. I stopped crying. I was frozen. Large, hairy-backed hands reached out and untied Patty. “You first,” he said in a deep, commanding voice.

      I woke up with a start. For a moment, I couldn’t recall where I was. The dark, unfamiliar room closed in on me. Then I realized I was in the apartment Memory Maker’s had rented for me and remembered that I had to record all my dreams. I turned on the light, reached into my nightstand drawer, and removed the Memory Maker journal, a copy of which I also carried in my purse. This one was for dreams and flashbacks. I jotted down the date and, glancing at the clock next to the bed, noted the time: 3 a.m. I wrote quickly trying to bring everything back, but the memory was fading. I still hadn’t seen the Shadow Man’s face, but I’d seen his dark, hairy hands and his dirty fingernails.

      After recording what I could, I tried to sleep but found I needed to keep the light on at its lowest setting to mimic a nightlight. In just a few hours, I would be meeting with the five other people involved in the Memory Maker’s clinical trial. Up until now, I’d spent all my time with Dr. Murray except for today when I’d met Nurse Hanover who’d given me my first shot. She was just as robotlike as him and reiterated that I probably wouldn’t remember much until I’d received all three injections. Part of me still wanted to back out, afraid of what I would learn if the Memory Maker’s drug proved to be effective in bringing back my memories. At the same time, I wanted to know more than anything who the shadowed man with the hairy hands was who appeared in my dreams and who’d killed Patty, ruined my life, and broken up my family.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      I splashed some water on my face in the bathroom to help wake up. I had nearly a half hour to get to Memory Makers for my group orientation. I finished dressing and packed my journals that Dr. Murray would review. I felt a quiver in my stomach. My nerves were acting up. It wasn’t only in response to last night’s dream. I had yet to meet my fellow trial participants. I had no idea what to expect. I pictured elderly men and women who were fighting dementia and Alzheimer’s. None of them would have much in common with me.

      Getting behind the wheel of the car, a red Ford Taurus, that Memory Makers rented for me, I drove ten minutes to their office. Entering the building, I stepped on to gray faded carpeting that clashed with beige walls decorated with framed posters of the brain and diagrams explaining the mysteries of memory.

      Jane, the receptionist, sat at the front desk. She waved away the Memory Maker’s photo ID that I flashed at her. “Good morning, Ms. Phelps,” she smiled as she buzzed me through the glass doors. I knew I should’ve spent a few minutes chatting with her, but my manners had fleeted in the face of my fears of the impending introductions.

      The first door on my left was open. Dr. Murray sat behind his desk. “Good morning, Lauren,” he greeted me. “You’re right on time. Please come in.”

      I entered the room that featured the same muted colors. He beckoned me to take the chair next to his desk. Looking at me through glasses that needed polishing, he said, “How are you today? How was your night? Any flashbacks?”

      I stiffened. I found it hard to meet his gaze. “I think I had a dream, but it was from my childhood.”

      “May I see?” He placed his hands on the desk, palms up. I noticed they were smooth, the hands of a scientist not a laborer.

      I took the night journal and passed it to him. He flipped to the first page of the book, his eyes darting across the words. Then he closed it and slid it back across the desk toward me.

      “Interesting. You recalled a bit more.”

      “Not enough, but I’m confused. Did I have a dream or a flashback?” I asked meeting his gaze. I didn’t tell him that the dream was just one of many I normally had so probably didn’t have anything to do with my injection.

      He smiled. “When you have a flashback, you’ll recognize it, Lauren. However, it’s possible this is an indication they will start soon. In most cases, you’ll be awake, but sometimes you could be sleeping or in a semi-conscious state. A flashback may start with dizziness or disorientation. But as Nurse Hanover and I mentioned previously, your initial flashbacks will likely involve recent events rather than those further back in your past. You must have patience, Lauren. This will take time. The full effect of our serum doesn’t take affect until you’ve had all three injections. Even then there’s a waiting period. That’s why you and the others are here for three months. Speaking of the others,” he waved a hand, “You’ll be meeting them shortly. I’d like to prepare you.”

      I took the journal and put it back in my bag.

      “There are a few, let’s not call them “rules,” but guidelines.” He smiled that flat smile of his that barely lifted his lips. “Number one, we only use first names. That’s for confidentiality. Number two,” he counted off on his fingers, “We don’t ask personal questions. It’s okay to be friendly to the other participants. You’ll be eating together and watching shows in the media room, but to avoid any mixed memories, you’re not to discuss your particular issues.”

      “Is that all?” I intended my voice to hold sarcasm.

      “There’s one last thing. You’re not to see any of the participants outside of this office.”

      I laughed. “What do you think? I’ll run off with one of the old men and take him back to my apartment?”

      He didn’t find my comment funny. “What makes you think all of the participants are old, Lauren? But, no, you’re not to let any of the others know where you are currently staying. Your contact with them is only on this premises. I’ll ask you one last time before I introduce you. Are the guidelines I set clear?”

      I had an urge to knock off the smirk on his face, but I just nodded.

      “Very well, then. Let’s go.” He rose from his seat and waved his hand to indicate I should walk ahead of him.

      

      Five people of various ages were gathered around a long table. I was surprised to see that a few of them weren’t old.

      Dr. Murray followed me into the room. “Good morning, folks,” he greeted everyone. “I have a new member with us. Her name is Lauren. She’s just had her first injection. Please welcome her and introduce yourselves. We’ll start with Brian.” He nodded toward the dark-haired mustached man who sat by the empty sixth chair that I supposed I was meant to occupy.

      “Please have a seat, Lauren. I don’t mind standing.”

      I hesitated, feeling all the eyes in the room on me.

      “Go ahead. They don’t bite.” He laughed at his weak attempt at humor.

      I sat next to Brian. I noticed he had hazel eyes and a pleasant smile. I judged him to be in his early thirties.

      “Hi, Lauren. As Dr. Murray said, my name is Brian. I’ve been here for two weeks and also have had one injection so far. The reason I’m participating is because they needed a test subject who had no history of Alzheimer’s or any type of dementia in his family.”

      That was interesting. “Nice to meet you, Brian,” I said, wondering if I was supposed to explain my reason for being part of the Memory Maker’s trial.

      Dr. Murray intervened before I could add anything. “Thanks, Brian. Let’s go around the table. Maureen, you’re next.”

      I still felt uncomfortable in this room of strangers, but the petite black woman with the short, straight hair styled in a pageboy also had a welcoming smile. “Hello, Lauren. I hope we can be friends. I’m probably around your mother’s age. I’m 55. I asked to be part of this study because I’m aware of the statistics of blacks being twice as likely as whites to get Alzheimer’s and that women are likelier by two-thirds to come down with the disease than men. That puts me in a high-risk category. Although I’m not that old, my mother had early-onset Alzheimer’s at my age, and my dad passed away from the disease last year.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Dr. Murray spoke again. “Thank you for sharing that, Maureen. Let’s move on to Virginia.”

      Virginia, sitting next to Maureen, was more like a candidate I expected in the program. She appeared to be in her early seventies with a full head of white hair and blue eyes that appeared vacant.

      “Virginia, this is Lauren. Can you tell her a little about yourself?” he said in a voice that sounded like he was talking to a child. It seemed strange coming out of a man who always spoke so professionally.

      “Is she in my class?” Virginia asked looking confused.

      “She’s in the trial,” Dr. Murray said. Glancing at me, he added in a low voice, “Virginia thinks she’s in school. Her family admitted her. She was in a nursing home previously.”

      “Hello, Virginia. It’s nice to meet you.”

      The vacant eyes met mine. “Who’s Virginia? Are you Virginia?”

      Dr. Murray shook his head. “Let’s move on to Bill.” He looked toward the man who appeared to be about the same age as Virginia. He was bald with glasses riding his nose.

      “Hello, Lauren. I’m Bill. I was recently diagnosed with dementia. So far, I have pretty good recall, but I’m starting to forget little things, a few short-term memories. I also just had my first injection. I haven’t noticed any effects yet.”

      “You know this treatment takes time,” the doctor assured him. “How about you, Jake? Can you tell Lauren something about yourself?”

      The man next to Bill was younger, mid-fifties, around Maureen’s age. He had thinning gray hair and a nose that looked as if it had been broken in his youth. “Lauren,” he said, “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I wish you luck in the program. I’m here because I used to be a drug addict. They affected my memory. I have problems remembering my past. Long-term recall, they term it.”

      “Drugs can work that way,” Dr. Murray explained. “Normal memory loss is usually short term. That’s the type we typically see in dementia and Alzheimer’s patients. It can vary in those whose memory is affected by drug use. Jake has been clean for ten years, but the effects of the narcotics have taken a toll on him.”

      I nodded. “Thanks for sharing, Jake. I wish you luck, too.”

      “Well, then,” Dr. Murray said pasting that phony smile on his face that was intended to make me feel at ease, “Let’s go to the dining room and begin the morning activities. We have coffee, tea, and juice and are starting our first book club read of A Tale of Two Cities, the Classic by Charles Dickens.”

      I waited until all the members of the group had left the room before following them down the hall. Although I’d been meeting with the doctor in his private office for the past week, I hadn’t yet seen any of the other rooms in the Memory Maker suite. The room into which he led us was as sterile as the rest of the place. It featured a tall, white refrigerator in the corner. There was a counter on top of which sat a coffee maker, microwave, coffee mugs, packets of sweeteners, tea bags, stirrers, napkins, and a plate of sugar cookies.

      “This is morning break,” he said looking at me. “Help yourself to the cookies and coffee or tea. If you’d like juice, there’s some in the refrigerator. The cookies are from the bakery. Nurse Hanover picked them up this morning. Breakfast was served here earlier, and lunch will be brought later. Dinner is in the small café. That meal is provided by a caterer who’s commissioned by Memory Makers. It’s served promptly at six.” He gestured to the table in the center of the room that had five place settings with a copy of Charles Dickens’ classic at each one. Unlike the conference room table, it was round. “Get something to eat, have a seat, and then do some reading. Don’t forget to record everything in your day journal but remember the rules. No sharing any details with the others. I have some work to do. Nurse Hanover will be in at 11 a.m.” He glanced at the clock with the large numerals that hung on the wall across from the table. “She’ll clean up and then take everyone to the gym for a few minutes before lunch.”

      Before I could say anything, he left the room. Maureen came over to me. She was holding a plate with two cookies. “Here,” she passed it to me. “They’re pretty good. The snacks are the best food here. Makes up for the company.” She looked toward the group gathered around the coffee area. In a whisper she added, “I don’t mean them. I’m talking about Murray and Hanover. They’re a weird pair. They don’t tell us anything personal about themselves. It’s like they’re robots.”

      “I’ve noticed,” I said. “Does anyone else work here? Besides the receptionist who seems friendly, those are the only two I’ve met so far.”

      “There are a few other helpers. The caterer comes by with the food at five-thirty. Hanover has a granddaughter who is the lab assistant, but you don’t see her much. She usually works after hours in the lab. Murray also has an assistant, Dr. Grayson. He admits new people sometimes, but they’re for the second trial. We’re the first group – the guinea pigs.” She placed the cookies on the table. “Have a seat. I’ll join you after I get coffee. Would you like any?”

      “I can get my own, thanks.” I joined her at the coffee machine hoping I might be making a friend. I noticed the others were quiet. Most had gotten their food and drinks and settled down to read the books. I assumed conversation was kept at a minimum due to group members fearing they might break one of the rules by saying too much about themselves. Maureen seemed not to worry about it. I was glad of that.

      When we were seated next to one another, Brian, who was sitting in the chair next to mine, looked up from his reading and said, “Be careful, Lauren. They have eyes on us.”

      I looked around. “Are you talking about a camera?”

      He nodded. “They don’t want us to socialize. We’re clinical trial subjects, and we can’t be affected by one another.”

      “Then why do they have us eat together?”

      “To keep us in a controlled environment. Everyone eats the same thing, reads the same thing, but not everyone recalls the same thing.”

      I digested this along with my cookie. “It’s strange. What if someone drops out?”

      “If they do, they won’t remember being here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Maureen touched her lips and looked over at us. “Shhh, talk quieter. They’ll hear you.”

      Brian edged his seat closer. I felt his warm breath on my neck as he said, “They will wipe the memories of anyone who leaves. I heard them say that when I went down the hall once. They can’t risk the trial being jeopardized.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You will.” He lowered his eyes to “A Tale of Two Cities.”

      I wanted to ask more questions, but Maureen whispered in my other ear, “I’ll try to fill you in, but not now. Just read and jot in your book. That’s what they want. Remember the reason why your doing this. Keep that as your motivation.”

      I thought of Patty and opened the book.
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      Gym consisted of some light exercises in a small room equipped with exercise bikes and treadmills. Nurse Hanover started me out slow on the treadmill. I was used to exercising each morning to Leslie Sansone walking videos, so I didn’t find the workout exhausting. She smiled at my progress and checked my pulse afterwards, noting it down on her pad. “You’re quite fit,” she said arching her gray eyebrows. “The purpose of exercise each day is to aid the injections. Exercise plays a key role in memory retention.”

      I was aware of that. I noticed that the others varied in their fitness. Brian had no trouble running at a fast pace on the treadmill next to me, hardly catching his breath as the roller moved forward rapidly. My new friend Maureen did well on an exercise bike, pedaling as if she was in a bicycle race without breaking a sweat. Virginia, however, had trouble placing her feet in the bicycle loops. Nurse Hanover had to assist her, but Virginia couldn’t figure out what to do. Jake, next to Brian, was also a speed runner on the treadmill. Bill walked at a slow pace on his, holding tight to the handlebars.

      After our exercise session was over, Nurse Hanover told us we could go back to the entertainment lounge to watch a movie before Dr. Murray joined us for lunch. She informed us that today’s video was the classic “Wizard of Oz.” After the film, the nurse asked us some questions about it. “Which of the characters in the movie did you most identify with?” Maureen and I both said “Dorothy.” Virginia had no clue. Jake said the Scarecrow because he wanted his brain back. The group laughed at that, but I thought he was serious. Bill said his favorite character was the lion because he had a difficult time drumming up his courage. Brian mentioned the tin man. “I lost my heart to someone last year,” he explained, “and I’d like it back one day.” No one laughed at that, and I wondered who had broken his heart. Nurse Hanover jotted all these replies down in her handy notebook and then announced that lunch would be served in the dining room where we’d had breakfast. She added that there would be music therapy afterwards because music also played a big part in bringing back memories.

      As we left the room, Brian sidled up to me. “I hope you’re not upset about what I said earlier. Everyone here is pretty nice except for their eccentricities. It’s not easy being part of this, and even though I’m only a test sample, I can understand the scientific reasons behind these rules.”

      I nodded. “Don’t worry. I won’t drop out. I didn’t explain why I’m here, but I know we’re not supposed to talk about our personal reasons for being involved.”

      He gave me a stare from his hazel eyes that sent a message I couldn’t quite read. “That’s fine, Lauren. I understand.” Then we walked side by side to the dining room.

      

      Although I didn’t see the caterers, the food was already set out. It consisted of a tossed salad in a large wooden bowl that we were asked to pass around the table. The only dressing provided was oil and vinegar in plastic decanters. The sandwiches were heaped in a pile in the middle of the table, but they all seemed to feature two slices of ham and a slice of swiss cheese on a plain deli roll.

      I placed one of the sandwiches on the paper plate from the sideboard that earlier had held the cookies but now offered bags of baked chips. The coffee urns and hot water and tea bags were still there. As I took the food and a cup of coffee to the table, Brian joined me with his own sandwich and potato chips. “I hope you like ham and swiss,” he said. “We have it for lunch every day.”

      “You’re kidding,” I was surprised.

      He smiled. “Nope. The docs believe it it’s important to have consistency.”

      Maureen plopped her plate down on my other side. She glanced over at Brian. “Consistency my ass,” she whispered. “They’re trying to save every penny. Dinner isn’t much better. It’s either dry chicken with green beans or some sort of fish that tastes like one of them caught it a week ago.” She made a face.

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “I hope you’re exaggerating.”

      “She isn’t,” Brian said. “It’s worse than hospital food, but at least it’s a free meal.” He bit into his sandwich.

      Before I could comment, there was a gagging sound. I turned to see Virginia, her face red, her eyes bulging. Bill, sitting at her side, called over to the nurse. “Nurse Hanover, I think Virginia’s choking.”

      Everyone turned to watch as Nurse Hanover rushed over to Virginia and began the Heimlich maneuver. After three thrusts to her mid-section, the old woman expelled a piece of bread.

      “Are you alright?” Nurse Hanover asked as the woman gasped in air. “I told you to eat small pieces.”

      Suddenly, Dr. Murray appeared from nowhere. “Helen,” he exclaimed in a loud voice, “why didn’t you cut up Virginia’s sandwich? You know she has trouble swallowing.”

      The nurse, chastised, lowered her head. “I’m sorry, doctor. I usually do. I forgot today. It won’t happen again.”

      “It better not.” He walked over to Virginia. “Can you speak, Virginia?”

      She nodded and then replied in a raspy voice, “Yes, Teacher. That boy put the bad bread in my mouth.” She looked over at Bill. “Will you tell the principal?”

      Bill said, “I didn’t touch your food, Virginia.”

      Dr. Murray sighed. “Don’t worry, Bill. If anyone’s responsible it’s Nurse Hanover.” He glared at her. “But please move to another seat for now.”

      Murray took Bill’s seat and ate with us watching while Nurse Hanover cut Virginia’s food into tiny pieces. How the old woman managed to eat after her scare, I had no idea. The rest of our group seemed to have lost their appetites. Bill stood watching from the opposite side of the room. I felt sorry for him but even sorrier for the nurse.
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      After music therapy that consisted of tunes from the past, songs by Frank Sinatra, Dean Martin, Perry Como and others of the Big Band era, we were brought to the entertainment lounge again to watch TV. Virginia acted as if nothing had happened to her, tapping her feet to the tunes, but Bill and Nurse Hanover still seemed upset and kept quiet through the hour the music played.

      Dr. Murray hadn’t attended the music therapy session. But when we were all seated in front of the TV, a tall, silver-haired man in a white lab coat entered the room. Nurse Hanover introduced him as Dr. Murray’s partner, Dr. Grayson. She passed him the patient folders that the doctors used to record our flashbacks and daily sessions. Glancing down at the one I assumed was mine, he said, “I see we have a new member today.” He looked up from the folder and smiled briefly in my direction, a detached stare similar to Murray’s. “Welcome, Miss Phelps. I realize you’ve worked with Randolph, I mean, Dr. Murray. You may find I do things somewhat differently.” I wondered what he meant as, without waiting for my reply, he switched on the TV and waved goodbye to the nurse.

      We watched a few episodes of the Netflix series of Those Were the Days and then Dr. Grayson asked us a round of questions about them. I didn’t notice any differences in his methods and was getting annoyed by having no say in my schedule, what I watched, or what I read. I couldn’t understand why everyone was complying. I wondered if they’d been given a drug or if they had a personal reason for volunteering for the memory drug trial like I did.

      Instead of joining the others at dinner, Dr. Grayson asked me to come to his office. He promised it wouldn’t take long but needed to ask me a few questions. I wondered if I was in trouble and felt like a student following her principal down the hall where I’d meet my parents who’d been called down about my cheating on a test or chewing gum in class. I admonished myself for imagining I was in school like Virginia.

      “Please come in,” Dr. Grayson said as he opened the door opposite Dr. Murray’s office. I hesitated in the doorway of the small room that could pass for a closet. Grayson waved me in. “C’mon, I won’t bite.”

      The walls of his office were covered with the doctor’s diplomas and a large painting of a sailboat floating on a placid lake. The window next to it was open a crack. Grayson had framed photos on his desk of two children, a boy and a girl, and one of him with a woman in her late thirties or early forties.

      “My grandchildren and daughter,” he explained taking a seat at the desk. “I’m a widower, but I’m lucky that they visit me often. Have a seat, Lauren.”

      Now more relaxed, I took his invitation and dropped into the leather chair next to his desk.

      Grayson took my folder that he’d brought to the room and laid it out on the desktop. Opening it, he said, “I’m sorry to delay your dinner, but this is the first opportunity I’ve had to review your chart, and I need to ask you some things that Dr. Murray may have overlooked.”

      “That’s fine.”

      He smiled, and I began to see the difference between him and his partner that I hadn’t recognized upon our first meeting.

      Grayson looked back down at my folder. “Randolph, I mean, Dr. Murray, has noted that you had a traumatic experience as a young child and have since seen several professionals including a hypnotherapist to help you remember the details of that ordeal.”

      When he looked up at me, I nodded. “That’s correct.”

      “So, what you’re hoping this clinical trial will do for you is to recover those lost memories.”

      “Yes.” I wondered where this was leading.

      “Lauren, you understand that you have a form of PTSD. The Memory Makers’ drug may not be effective on this condition.”

      My psychiatrist had diagnosed my memory loss the same way. “I understand, Dr. Grayson, but I’m willing to try it. I don’t feel I have anything to lose at this point.”

      He paused as if trying to find the right words to reply and then closed my folder. “I know this must mean a lot to you, and I sincerely hope we can help you.”

      “Thank you.”

      He stood up. “My pleasure. That’s all for now, Lauren.” He picked up my folder and tucked it under his arm. “Let me take you back to dinner.”

      

      After we’d had dinner, the same no frills chicken and fish that Maureen had promised, and watched a movie before being dismissed for the day, I asked Brian on our way out of the building what he’d meant by us keeping our motivation in mind. The others had already driven away in their rental cars. I noticed that Bill and Virginia were picked up by an uber that Nurse Hanover called for them. Maureen had told me that Bill was able to manage in his own place, but Memory Makers had gotten Virginia a live-in nurse to help with her daily activities.

      Brian shrugged his muscular shoulders at my question. Instead of answering me, he asked, “Aren’t you being paid, Lauren?”

      I paused. “Paid? I thought all we received was free meal and board plus the opportunity to help Memory Makers market the cure for memory loss.”

      He smiled. “I guess those are incentives. I’m not sure what the others are receiving, but they’re paying me a thousand dollars upon completion of my participation in the program.”

      I was surprised. “They never mentioned any monetary reward to me. I would think we would all be paid the same.”

      He stopped by the similar Taurus parked next to mine. The only difference between his rental car and the one I was given was the color. His was blue. He leaned against the car jingling the keys. “Like I said, I don’t know what everyone is getting. Maybe they’re paying me because I don’t have any memory issues.”

      I thought about myself but didn’t say anything. “Maureen doesn’t either,” I pointed out.

      “Yes, but she has a family history of it. I don’t. She could be receiving the same as me, though. Like I said, I don’t know. I have no idea why you aren’t being paid.”

      “Maybe because there’s a difference with me. I volunteered for personal reasons. I don’t know about you and the others.”

      “Some of us were selected. I had a personal reason, too.”

      I hesitated to ask what that was because I was afraid that I’d have to reciprocate and tell him about Patty.

      “Look,” he paused as he opened his car door and then reached into his pocket and withdrew a business card. “If you’d like to talk more about this, here’s my cell number. I don’t mind you calling.” He slipped me the card and got in the car.

      

      Back at my apartment, I added Brian’s number to my cell phone contacts just in case I’d need it in the future. I found it strange that the card he’d given me was so simple. It only included his name, Brian West, and his phone number against a plain beige background. I wondered what his personal reason was for joining memory makers and hoped he might reveal it as we got to know one another better without seeking a similar confidence.

      My mind was taken off this thought as I opened the email on my laptop computer and sat browsing through it at the small desk Memory Makers had supplied for me. There was lots of spam, as usual, but one message stood out. It was from Rick. The subject line read: “Lead Found on Corey.” I opened it saying a silent prayer that it was good news.

      Lauren, We may have found a lead on Corey. An anonymous woman called his parents’ house and said they saw a baby boy meeting his description with a tall, bearded man at a 7 Eleven in Hicksville. We spoke to the manager there and showed him Corey’s photo. He said he wasn’t sure but that it may have been him. We also asked him to meet with Ellen to draw up a sketch of the man accompanying the baby. I’ll keep you posted on our progress. Hope all is well with you.”

      I closed the email and took a deep breath. Ellen was the profiler for the department. She was an excellent artist who could draw down to the smallest detail what witnesses described. She’d helped Brian and I find several missing kids, the lucky ones that were found alive. Mostly they were victims of parental abduction where a non-custodial parent, often a father, took the law into his own hands by snatching his child. I knew this wasn’t the case with Corey because, when we’d first gotten it, both parents were living together and equally disturbed by their baby’s disappearance.

      I didn’t bother recording the email in my night journal. No one needed to know about my private business. Laying down in bed after my night preparations, I kept thinking of Corey. My mind visualized the one-year-old, the sandy tufts of hair, blue twinkling eyes. I hoped the lead proved fruitful and only wished I was still there on the case.

      After a long time of restlessly trying to sleep, wondering if I’d have another dream of the Shadow Man or if my first injection would finally start to work and I would have a flashback, I began to doze. I was awoken suddenly from my light, dreamless slumber by the ring of my cell phone that I’d placed at the side of my bed. Thinking it was Rick with more news, I grabbed for it.

      A rough voice that could’ve been male or female answered my “hello.”

      “I remember you,” the gravelly voice said. “You and Patty.” Then it clicked off.
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      Needless to say, I couldn’t sleep the rest of the night. I didn’t know what to do. I was afraid to tell Dr. Murray or Dr. Grayson about the call for fear one of them could be playing a mind game with me. No one besides them and my mother had my cell number except Rick, and they both knew my history, the reason I was in the program to begin with. Then I suddenly had a flashback. It wasn’t a dream. Like Murray said it would, it came on with a feeling of dizziness, and then there I was back in the entertainment room with Dr. Grayson and the others. We had returned there after dinner and had just finished watching a Star Wars movie.

      As the ending credits flashed over the screen, Grayson switched off the set and announced, “That about wraps it up for today, folks. Sorry there’s not enough time for questions, but we can discuss this movie tomorrow if you’d like.” I glanced across at the wall clock with the large black numbers that indicated it was 7 pm. I was told I would spend twelve hours a day at Memory Makers. I’d been there since 7 that morning and was ready leave.

      “Is school over so soon?” Virginia asked.

      Bill looked at her warily, but it was Maureen who replied. “Yes, honey. It’s time to go.”

      Dr. Grayson said, “Your uber’s already been called, Virginia.”

      “Oh, goodie, the school bus is taking me home. But is he riding with me again?” She pointed toward Bill who avoided her eyes.

      “Yes, Virginia,” Grayson said. “Neither of you drive, so you’ll be taking the, uh“bus” together until the end of the term.” I found it strange that both doctors insisted on humoring Virginia’s belief that she was a student, but I assumed they knew it was best to treat her that way.

      She made a face and, still pointing her finger at Bill, said, “You better behave, or I’ll tell the bus driver.”

      Bill ignored the remark. We all followed Dr. Grayson out of the room. I saw him drop the patient folders on the table with mine on top before escorting us out. He didn’t lock the door behind him.

      The flashback ended as I was abruptly jolted back to my apartment. I was sure the folder had my contact number in it. I thought Brian and I were the last ones to leave, but it was possible someone snuck back while we were talking and looked through the folder. The thought frightened me. “I remember you … You and Patty.” What type of sick joke would cause one of my fellow group members to call me and say that?

      I tried taking my mind off the incident by showering and dressing, but I kept replaying the message – the gravelly voice. It sounded like a man, but it could’ve been an older woman or someone changing their voice. The only one I thought I could trust was Brian. We’d left Memory Makers together, and he’d even shared his number with me. I checked the time on my cell. I still had an hour before I had to check in at Memory Makers. I swiped the screen to my contact’s page and found Brian’s listing. Hesitantly, I tapped the number.

      Brian answered on the second ring. “West here.”

      “Brian. It’s me, Lauren.”

      His voice changed, took on a lighter tone. “Lauren. Hi. What’s up? You okay?”

      I sighed. “Not really. Something happened last night. I had a flashback about it. I need to talk to someone … away from Memory Makers.”

      “Flashbacks are normal, but if you’re worried about them, I can meet you at the coffee house on the corner near Memory Makers. We won’t have much time, and we’d need to avoid anyone seeing us.”

      “I can leave now. Thanks.” I hung up the phone wondering if I was doing the right thing.

      

      Brian was already there when I entered. I’d parked my car in the coffee house’s back parking, glad that it wasn’t visible from the street. I noticed Brian’s rental car there, too.

      He was seated at a table away from a window pretending to read the menu. When I came through the door, he waved to me.

      “Thanks for coming,” I said sitting across from him.

      He put down the menu. “I already ordered two coffees. You look like you need one.”

      I noticed he did, too. There were dark circles under his eyes.

      The waitress brought over the coffees. As soon as she dropped them off and went to serve another customer, I said in a low voice, “I had a call on my cell last night. They knew about the reason I’m in Memory Makers.”

      His hazel eyes deepened. “I guess you’ll have to tell me that reason then.”

      I looked down at the laminated plastic menu. “It’s personal, Brian. No one else knows except Dr. Murray, Dr. Grayson, Nurse Hanover, and whoever else had access to my file. That’s what my flashback was about. The file was left in the room yesterday. One of the members of our group may have read it.”

      He opened a packet of half and half, dropped it in his coffee, and swirled it around with a stirrer that was on the table. Taking a sip and swallowing, he glanced back at me. “That’s possible, although I don’t know who would want to do that. It would help if you told me about it, Lauren. I promise I won’t say anything. I think you were right not to report this to anyone else.”

      I blurted it all out without taking a breath – the kidnapping of me and my sister, her murder and my escape, our parents’ divorce, my guilt, the years of treatment to help me recall the face of Patty’s killer. It all came flooding back on a tide of words ending with my recollection of the gravelly voiced caller.

      When I was done, he said, “Sorry, Lauren. I know that was hard for you to tell me, but I have an idea. If the call came through on your cell, maybe we can trace it.”

      “How would we do that?”

      “Can I have the phone?”

      I took it from my purse and handed it to him.

      “We don’t have much time. Can I keep it for a day?”

      I nodded. “Okay if you have to. I have a landline at the apartment.”

      “It would be easier if I could come there, but I know that might jeopardize your continuing the program. I promise I’ll get this back to you tomorrow. I’ll put it in my glove box when we leave and lock the car.”

      “How will you trace it?” I continued to keep my voice low, so the other diners couldn’t overhear our conversation.

      “I have my ways. Drink your coffee. It’s getting cold, and we need to leave soon.”

      “Wait!” I realized I’d shared something personal with him, but he hadn’t reciprocated. “You haven’t told me why you’re in the program. You said you had a personal reason. I think you owe me that now that I’ve told you mine.”

      A grin spread across his face. “You’re right, Lauren. My bad.” He took another sip of coffee, swallowed, and looked at me again, his eyes intent, lips tight. “No one else can know this. I’m keeping your secret, so I need you to keep mine.”

      “Agreed.” I met his gaze directly.

      He took a breath. “I work for the FDA. I have my own reasons for joining the trial, but I’m also keeping an eye on how they’re conducting things at Memory Makers.”

      I was stunned. “Hasn’t this trial been approved? How can they test their injections without FDA approval?”

      “That’s not how it works, Lauren. Drug companies test first and then seek the approval of the FDA. In the U.S. only about ten per cent of all drugs that reach the clinical stage are approved.”

      “I didn’t know that, but how do they get tested in the first place?”

      “Clinical trials are funded by sponsors. These can be drug companies, institutes, academic medical centers, and other organizations, even individuals. A principal investigator, Dr. Murray in this case, is assigned to conduct the trial along with a research team. With Memory Makers this includes Dr. Grayson and Nurse Hanover. Clinical procedures are reviewed by institutional review boards. The members of these boards review and approve clinical trials before the trials can begin.”

      “I don’t understand. If their trials were approved, then why are you investigating Memory Makers?”

      “I’m not investigating them in an official capacity. I’m just observing what’s going on and, as I said, I have a personal reason, too. The FDA has a review board whose purpose is to ensure that appropriate steps are taken to protect the rights and welfare of participants in research studies. They’ve already done this to a degree, but I can’t help but notice some things seem odd.” When he saw that my face was still blank, he asked, “You recall signing a consent form when you joined the trial, right?

      “Yes,” I agreed.

      “That was an informed consent document that everyone in the study was given. It was reviewed by the IRB to make sure that the testers were complying with certain regulations and protocols. There are four trial phases, but there’s no need to confuse you by explaining all of them.” He paused and took another breath. “We’re in Phase 2 which tests for safety and efficacy on a small group of randomized patients that either get the drug or a placebo. The goal of Phase 2 is to prove an endpoint. In this case, the endpoint would be the induction of flashbacks to uncover repressed memories. Although the consent documents were approved, I’m still not sure that everything is up to par. You see how they’re recording everything, keeping all the subjects under such tight scrutiny. I’m taking note of things.”

      “They don’t know you work for the FDA?”

      “No. I told them I was self-employed. I’m surprised they didn’t check further.” He stirred his coffee. Looking into the cup, he spoke in a lower voice. “That’s not the only reason I volunteered, Lauren. My wife was murdered a year ago. It’s a long story, but let’s just say I believe I can identify her killer if the Memory Maker’s injections can help me recall what happened that night.”

      “Oh, Brian. I’m so sorry. I had no idea.” This was the first time he’d mentioned being married. I never considered that because there was no ring on his finger.

      He stopped stirring and looked across at me. His lips loosened with a smile. “So now we’re even. You know everything about me, too.”

      I wanted to ask him more about the bombshell he’d just dropped but decided not to probe. Now I knew we had something in common, and I understood if he needed to keep the details private a little longer. I changed the subject.

      “What do you make of that call I received?”

      “It could be a scare tactic. For your sake, I hope it is.”

      “What do you mean?” I pushed my half full coffee cup away. The waitress walked over to us.

      “Would you like anything else?” She glanced from Brian to me.

      We both shook our heads. “Thank you,” Brian said. “We have to get to work.”

      After she dropped the bill wallet on the table, Brian slipped some cash into it and handed it back to her. “Please keep the change.”

      I assumed he’d given her a nice tip because she smiled widely as she took it.

      I followed him out to the parking lot. “You didn’t answer my question,” I said as I stood by my rental car.

      “I was hoping you wouldn’t ask again, Lauren, but since you did, there’s only one other explanation I can think of other than someone is trying to spook you. I know it’s farfetched, but could your childhood abductor be someone in our group?”
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      Brian let me drive off first, so it wouldn’t appear we’d been together before meeting at Memory Makers. The rest of the day passed uneventfully with the same routine of breakfast, reading, exercise, lunch, music, TV, dinner, and movies. I avoided Brian but hoped that didn’t make me look as though I was hiding something. I observed the others, trying to spot some indication of who might have called me and why. Brian’s suggestion that my sister’s killer was among my fellow test members made no sense to me, but it frightened me just the same.

      Dr. Murray and Dr. Grayson examined my journals with scrutiny. “You haven’t recorded much, Lauren,” Dr. Murray pointed out at the end of the day. “Are you sure this is all that happened to you yesterday? Have you had any flashbacks? At this point in your treatment, you should’ve had at least one.”

      I tried to keep my expression neutral. “I’m afraid not, Dr. Murray, but my recall about recent events seems sharper.”

      He nodded, but my answer didn’t appear to satisfy him, as if he knew I was holding something back.

      “Okay then but write everything down in your journals. You’re due for your second shot next week. You won’t receive it unless we’re sure the first injection has had affect.”

      I wouldn’t be happy about that, but I pointed out that only Jake and Bill had had flashbacks so far. They weren’t anything significant. Bill had remembered his brother’s birthday and had mailed him a card, and Jake recalled leaving his car keys on the couch and was able to locate them without a search. Virginia couldn’t compose anything in her journal, and Brian said he’d forgotten to record the flashback he’d had. I wondered if he’d told Murray that for my sake or if he’d truly had one. I figured I could make something up the following day to appease Dr. Murray. I couldn’t miss the second shot. It would bring me closer to finding out what happened to Patty.

      

      It happened right during the music therapy session. I was sitting between Maureen and Virginia listening to 1940 show tunes that were popular before I was born.

      Virginia leaned over and whispered, “I remember you.”

      My heart thudded, and I felt faint.

      Suddenly, I was back in my apartment playing the message off my cell phone. While the voice didn’t match Virginia’s, it repeated the same words. “I remember you … You and your sister Patty.” Had Virginia added that second part?

      I came out of the flashback as quickly as I’d entered it.

      “Lauren, are you okay?” It was Maureen snapping me back to the present. I opened my eyes, not realizing I’d closed them.

      Dr. Grayson walked over to me. “Did you just have a flashback, Lauren?”

      I looked into his dark, inquiring eyes. “I, uh. Yes, I remembered I’d left some dishes in my sink. I had a late-night snack.”

      His face lit up. “Excellent. Please record that in your book.” He watched as I wrote down the lie.

      Virginia next to me was still blabbering that she knew me, but now she was saying, “You’re in my English class. We sit near one another. Yes, that’s it. I know you from English.”

      I took a breath. Maureen gave me a quizzical look. I avoided glancing across at Brian.

      I couldn’t keep my mind off Virginia’s words the rest of the day. I knew the rantings of the Alzheimer’s patient couldn’t be connected with the call I’d received, although the more I thought about it, the more Virginia’s voice sounded like the gravelly one of the person who’d left the threatening message for me with the similar words the night before.

      

      Back at my apartment, there was a message on my machine. The only one who I’d given that number to was my mother. I’d forgotten she hadn’t checked in with me for over a day which was a record for her. I hoped all was okay.

      I played back the message.

      “Lauren, It’s Mom. I can’t reach you on your cell. Call me.”

      She sounded nervous, but that was probably because she hadn’t been able to contact me on my cell. Pacing in place, I dialed her number, wondering if something else was wrong.

      I waited for three rings before she answered.

      “Lauren, is that you?”

      I only gave her my landline number as an emergency backup when she insisted. Since Brian had my cell phone, it had probably gone directly to voicemail.

      “Yes, Mom, is everything okay?”

      “How can it be when you’re still halfway across the country, and you didn’t even call me yesterday? I was worried sick. Then I tried your cell, and it kept going to voicemail. Are you avoiding me, Lauren?”

      “Of course not, Mom.”

      “Anything could’ve happened. I’m not young anymore, you know, and I’m all alone.

      I sighed. “I’m sorry. I was busy.”

      “Too busy to check on your mother?”

      “I promise I’ll make sure to call you every day if I don’t hear from you.”

      She must’ve detected the note of frustration in my voice.

      “I’m sorry to be a burden, but I worry about you. I have no idea what those scientists are doing to you. They could be brainwashing you.”

      I tried not to laugh, but my voice must’ve cracked slightly. “I’m okay. Really. Thanks for your concern. How are Harry and Hermione?”

      I needed to change the subject. I was sorry I did.

      “How do you think they are? They miss you.”

      “Mom, I told you that you could turn on the cam I put in your house, so I could talk to them.”

      “That’ll only make it harder, and you know I hate those computer things.”

      “But you would be able to see me, too.”

      “I don’t want to see you until you’re back home.”

      I sighed. “Mom, please. I told you it’ll be a few months.” I kept my voice firm. “Now I have to go. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      “Goodbye, Lauren. I hope you do.”

      I hung up feeling as I usually did after talking with my mother – guilty. After she kicked my father out, the bonds between us tightened to near suffocation. She didn’t work due to a series of chronic but not life-threatening illnesses that her multitude of doctors diagnosed as stress related. Her only income was what I sent her each month plus the settlement from her divorce and the inheritance from my grandparents that she’d split with her other three siblings who lived in other states and whom she rarely contacted. She had no hobbies or close friends, so I was her world. It hadn’t always been that way. Patty had been her favorite, and Dad’s, too. But after her death and her breakup with my father, Mother directed all her attention on me. It made leaving for California the toughest move I’d ever made.

      As I prepared for bed, trying not to dwell on thoughts of my relationship with my mother, I had another flashback. It came on like the other – dizziness, disorientation, and then I was somewhere else.

      I was at Memory Makers leaving for the day. Brian had joined me by the door. Leaning close, he whispered, “I’ll get the phone back to you tomorrow. Let’s meet again at the same place, same time.” He grinned. I felt a warmth glide through me at his brief smile. “In the meantime, be careful. Okay?”

      I woke with a start recalling our arrangement and Brian’s words of concern. Was I in danger? Could his theory be true that my sister’s killer was a patient at Memory Makers? The thought chilled me. I remembered what Virginia said but found it impossible that a woman so deep in dementia would be capable of being involved in what happened to me twenty-five years ago. Besides, my memory of our abductors was of a man. Considering this, I also knew that all I could recall from that experience was a shadow. Maybe, after the next injection or the last, more would come back, and I could see the person clearer. I hoped that would happen and yet I feared that a flashback that would show me the image of the person I’d feared all these years would be too intense for me because it might also show me the final moments of my sister’s life. I didn’t know if I could face that.
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      Brian was sitting in the same seat at the coffee shop as the day before. I sat across from him. “Good morning.”

      He smiled, and my heart did a flip. What was happening? I hadn’t let any man get close to me since Craig Clark in college. The memory still stung and warned me that I wasn’t suited for relationships.

      He passed my phone across the table. “Sorry. That call was from a burner phone. Whoever placed it made sure it couldn’t be tracked. Has anything else happened?”

      I shook my head. “No. Hopefully, you’re wrong, and it was just a prank. I’m curious, though, is part of your training at the FDA tracking phones?”

      His smile widened. “Not exactly. I used to be a detective.”

      “Really? Why did you quit?”

      He paused as the waitress brought over two cups of coffee. When she went to the next table, he said, “It’s a long story, but you never told me what you do for a living.”

      “I guess we know one another enough for me to confide in you about that, too. We also have something in common with our occupations.”

      His eyes twinkled. “I gathered that from the call that came in last night from a guy named Rick.”

      I should’ve known Rick would’ve called with an update about Corey’s case. “Did you speak with him?”

      “Of course not. I heard the message, though. They haven’t found the boy.”

      My heart dropped. “I guess you figured I’m working on a kidnap case. Rick is my partner.”

      He nodded. “Yes, I figured that, too. Are you two seeing one another personally?”

      I hadn’t expected that question. “No. We’re just colleagues.” I took the phone and placed it in my purse. “Thanks for trying to trace the call. Do you think I should notify the police?”

      “Not at this point. Like you said, it could be a prank, but it sure is odd that they know your history. If you contact the police, that would jeopardize your association with Memory Makers. Unless something else happens, I’d keep this between us.”

      He was right. After all these years of wondering what I’d witnessed and if the monster who had changed my life was still around, I had to see this through to the end. I couldn’t do anything to risk being thrown off the trail.

      

      At Memory Makers, Dr. Murray was impressed with the record I’d kept of my imaginary flashbacks. The other members of our group described a few minor flashbacks except Maureen and Virginia. I knew it would be difficult for Virginia to report anything, but I wondered why Dr. Murray didn’t question Maureen the way he had me when I had little to relate. I found out why during our afternoon snack break. Maureen sat next to me and caught my attention.

      “Lauren, the doc seems impressed with you. You might get an A in this course.” She winked. “Too bad I’m just a member of the control group.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She brushed back a strand of her short, straight hair that had just a few tips of gray and leaned closer to me and whispered, “There are always controls in clinical trials. I think Virginia and I are the controls in this group. We’re not being given the same injections as you, Jake, Brian, and Bill.”

      That made sense. I knew drugs were tested that way with placebos being given to some while others had the real dosages but usually the patients receiving them weren’t aware of that.

      “How do you know?”

      She smiled. “I have a strong suspicion. I haven’t had any flashbacks at all and neither has Virginia, but she wouldn’t know if she had one even if she did which makes her a poor choice for a control subject.”

      “Do you mind being one of the control subjects?”

      She smiled. “Of course not, if it helps market this product. I get the benefit of the stipend without the side effects, so to say.”

      “Side effects?” I hadn’t considered that there would be any. “What type of side effects do you think we would experience?”

      “That’s not for me to say. You could ask Nurse Hanover, but I doubt she’ll tell you. There’s got to be some side effects. All drugs have them.”

      I knew she had a good point, and it also seemed she, like Brian, was being paid for her time. I wondered if she was receiving the same amount as he was and if I was the only one who was truly volunteering for the trial.

      It was at that moment that Jake let out a yell and threw back his chair. Our heads all turned to watch him. Brian jumped up from his place and went to assist Jake who was rolling on the floor, shaking.

      “He’s seizing. Someone get the doctor now.”

      Murray had just stepped out of the room for a moment. Bill ran out to get him. When the two returned, Dr. Murray ordered everyone back. Brian left Jake’s side but stood watch as the doctor lifted the man’s head. “He’ll be okay,” he told the group. Speaking to the shaking man, he said, “Just relax, Jake. Your seizure will be over soon.”

      When Jake came around, Dr. Murray helped him up. “Just take it easy. I know you have a record of these episodes. Have you taken your anti-seizure medication?”

      Jake nodded. His breath was still coming in short gasps. “Yes.”

      “And nothing else?” The doctor asked him firmly. I knew he was referring to the drugs that Jake used to be addicted to.

      “I haven’t been off the wagon. I don’t even smoke or drink now.”

      “I’ll make a note of this for the nurse. We may have to adjust your next dosage. There could be a contradiction.” Dr. Murray jotted something in a small notebook he produced from his lab coat pocket.

      Maureen turned to me. “See what I mean,” she said. I knew she was thinking of the side effects we’d just discussed. I wondered if I would have any.

      

      Later that morning as I was walking down the hall, I overheard Dr. Murray and Dr. Grayson talking with one another through an open door in one of the offices. It wasn’t usual for them to be together at this hour. Murray usually worked the mornings, while Grayson took the afternoon shift. Today, however, they seemed to be discussing the progress of the patients. I heard them mention Jake’s incident.

      “I think he’s lying,” Murray said. “I asked Helen to reduce his dosage, but I’m keeping an eye on him. If he’s on narcotics again, this will influence the results of the study.”

      “That can easily be determined, Randolph. We can ask him to take a blood test.”

      “Yes, we need to do that. I’ll schedule it with Helen. Also, I need to talk to you about Lauren Phelps.”

      Their voices dropped, so I walked closer to the door to hear better.

      “She’s progressing quicker than I expected. I think we need to administer her second dose today. Do you agree?”

      I heard the rustling of some papers and figured Grayson was reviewing my chart. I held my breath, so they wouldn’t hear me pressing against the wall outside the office.

      “I’m not so sure, Randolph. Some of her reports seem odd. I think they could be false.”

      “Why would she lie?”

      “I don’t know, but I would hold off. We’re not administering the second dose to any of the others. We should wait.”

      “I trust your judgment, Gerry, but it’s not necessary that we give them injections at the same time. In fact, it’s better to stagger the injections. I think she’s ready.”

      Grayson didn’t seem happy with this comment. “Very well,” he said in a voice that dripped sarcasm. “You’re the head of this trial, but I won’t be responsible if the results are inaccurate.”

      I turned to tiptoe back down the hall just as I heard someone approach behind me. I jumped, but it was Brian. He placed a hand on my arm and a finger to his lips. “Sorry to scare you,” he whispered. “I see you’re getting an earful of the doctors this morning. Come with me to the break room. No one’s there yet. We can talk privately a minute. I picked you up a cup of coffee and brought it in there. I missed you at the coffee shop.” A light burned in his eyes, but I couldn’t look at it. I followed him down the hall.

      

      We didn’t have much time to talk. Maureen and Jake entered separately shortly after we’d discussed what I’d heard the doctors say. Bill and Virginia arrived a few minutes later. I noticed Virginia had less of a vague look in her eyes, but Jake seemed jittery. I wondered if he was still shaken up over his episode the day before or if Dr. Grayson was right that he was taking drugs again.

      At lunchtime, Nurse Hanover came as usual to observe us and read our record books. She brought a vial and a needle in with her. “I have good news,” she smiled. Her voice didn’t match her expression. Like the doctors, it always seemed neutral. “I’m administering your second shot, Lauren.” She approached me. “Keep in mind that if all goes well, you’ll be having flashbacks further back in time. They could be up to a decade or more.”

      She helped me roll up my sleeve. I winced briefly as the needle pierced my skin.

      Rubbing it with an alcohol-soaked cotton ball, she covered it with a band-aid. “There you go.” She looked at the others. “Don’t worry, a few of you will be getting your second shots soon.” I wondered who would be next and what type of flashbacks I’d receive. I’d made up most of my short-term flashbacks, so I worried that I was getting the shot too soon. Maureen, next to me, whispered, “You go, girl. At this rate, you’ll be out of this place sooner than all of us.”

      

      Two other things happened of note before the end of the day. Nurse Hanover brought her granddaughter, Jacqueline, to meet us. The girl was tall with a model’s figure. It was hard to believe that the short, dark nurse was related to her, but I assumed one of the girl’s parents must be fair.

      “This is my granddaughter, Jacqueline,” the nurse introduced her. “You won’t see her often because she attends nursing school during the day. She helps in the lab at night.”

      The girl smiled, showing perfect teeth. I imagined she was a few years younger than me. “You can call me Jackie,” she said. “It’s nice to meet all of you, and I wish you the best of luck.”

      I noticed Jackie didn’t wear a white lab coat as her grandmother and the doctors did, but I figured she’d just come by from school. She was dressed in jeans and a plain, rust-colored sweater that, while a bit bulky, showed her curves. I noticed Brian, Bill, and Jake’s gaze target in on her ample breasts between which hung a lovely cameo necklace on a gold chain and featured a rose against a white background. For some reason, it looked familiar. Maybe I’d seen it in a store or at one of the craft festivals I liked to attend.

      Nurse Hanover seemed very proud of her granddaughter as she brought her around and introduced her to each of us. When she came over to me, I had to comment on her necklace. “Your necklace is beautiful. May I ask where you got it?”

      Jackie put her hand on the cameo and said, “Thank you. It was a gift from my grandmother for my 16th birthday.” The nurse, having overheard our exchange, added, “I found it at a vintage jewelry shop. I knew it would be perfect for Jackie.” I couldn’t quite see Helen Hanover shopping at an antique store, but I had to admit she had good taste.

      Jackie didn’t stay with us long. Giving her grandmother a kiss on the cheek, she bid us goodbye and again wished us luck. When she was gone and we were packing up to go, Maureen came over. “I know we’re not supposed to,” she said in a low voice, “but would you mind sharing your phone number with me? It might be easier for us to talk that way than here.” Her request surprised me. I wasn’t sure what to do. I’d come to think of Maureen as a friend, almost like an aunt because she was around my mother’s age, but I didn’t know her too well.

      “I guess that’s okay,” I said after considering. Maureen took out her phone and entered the numbers I recited. The others had already left except for Brian who was speaking with Dr. Grayson outside in the hall. I wondered what he was asking him.

      

      When I returned to my apartment that night, I remembered that I had my cell phone back and that Brian said that Rick had left a message about Corey. I played the voicemail.

      “Hi, Lauren. You don’t have to call me back. I just wanted to update you on our lead. I’m afraid it didn’t pan out. There’s still no sign of the boy, and the parents haven’t received a ransom request. It’s not looking good. Sorry.”

      I lay down on my bed. Tears of frustration welled in my eyes. If I was there, maybe I’d have located an additional clue or had some instinct that proved helpful. But being so far away, I was helpless. Then I remembered my mother. I’d promised to call her. Drying my eyes with a tissue from a box near my bed, I dialed her number.

      “Lauren, you remembered,” she said after she heard my voice.

      “Yes. I promised, Mom. How are you?” I expected her reply to be the same negative response that she was terrible until I came home. Instead she said, “I’m managing. Your father called last night. He said he wants to talk to me about a few things. I don’t know what to do. I haven’t spoken to him in years, and I’m not sure I want to now.”

      “Maybe you should. It’s not healthy to keep a grudge.”

      “A grudge? Lauren, it’s because of him that I lost my little girl.” Her voice broke. “I know you don’t remember that day, but I can never forget it. They found her body in the woods after they found you. Oh, dear God, what was Robert thinking leaving you two girls outside alone?”

      “Mom, don’t you think Dad has paid long enough?” I hadn’t spoken with my father in several years either, but I knew he was in therapy after attempting to commit suicide several times.

      “No, Lauren. He hasn’t paid quite enough, but God will dole out his judgment as it will for the person who killed Patty.”

      While my father had turned himself inward from guilt after my sister’s murder, my mother had turned herself outward toward religion. She attended church daily and had made her home a shrine to her dead daughter with photos and all her toys and clothes that she still kept.

      “Does Dad know I’m in California?” I asked changing the subject. “Does he know what I’m doing?”

      Mother sighed. “Yes, I told him, but he didn’t seem to care. Why would he? He’s only concerned with himself. God knows I should be the one cutting my wrists, but I have you to live for. I’ve tried to protect you, and I wish I still can.”

      Mom didn’t realize that she’d been as guilty as Dad over Patty’s death. After all, she’d left us with him while she’d gone shopping that day.

      “I have to go, Mom,” I said trying to avoid the conversation about my father. “I’ll call you tomorrow, okay?”

      “There’s one more thing, Lauren.” Her voice lowered as if she was about to tell me something serious. “I can’t find your cat, Harry. I was very careful when I came home from shopping today, but he was so fast. I’m afraid he got out.”

      “Oh, no.” I had grown very fond of the black shorthair kitten I’d nicknamed “Handsome Harry.” I knew there were lots of dangers to cats outside from cars that could run them over to people who could hurt them. What made it worse was that Harry was only a few months old and had never been outside since I adopted him from the shelter. “Have you looked around the neighborhood?”

      “Yes. I went around calling him, but I’m not sure he responds to his name. Hermione knows her brother’s missing. She’s been crying for him.”

      “Keep looking. Check near my apartment. He may have headed there.” My apartment was only a few blocks away. My mother had a key and picked up my mail there twice a week.

      “I’ll go after I hang up with you. I have to get the mail, anyway.”

      “Let me know if you find him.”

      “I hope I do. Call me tomorrow.”

      “I will, Mom.” Feeling frustrated that I was so far away, I said goodbye and hung up.

      

      As soon as I closed my eyes that night, I was transported to a different place and time.

      I was in my dorm room at college. My first and last love Craig Clark was there. He lay with me on my bed. I was dressed, but he’d removed his Rutgers t-shirt and thrown it in a pile on the floor. A clump of dark hairs stood in the center of his chest. He bent his head close to mine. The pupils of his dark eyes were large as he said, “I think it’s about time we consummate our relationship, Lauren. I know you’re a virgin, but I promise I’ll be gentle.” He placed a thick finger on the buttons of my blouse and started to undo them.

      “Craig, please. I’m not ready.” My heart was beating fast.

      “We’ve been together for a month now. I haven’t rushed you. Is it that maybe you don’t want me?”

      I looked down at the covers he’d also thrown to the floor. “It’s not that, Craig. I told you my history.”

      “Aw, c’mon, Lauren. Don’t play that card again. You were a baby. You could hardly remember. I think it’s your mother’s fault. She’s protected you too much. She’s gotten you to fear men.”

      “I’m not afraid, Craig. I just can’t. Not now. Not yet.”

      He sighed and got off the bed. “Alright. If you feel that way, I’ll give you time. Lots of it. But don’t get pissed if I start seeing other girls.”

      I felt tears start at the side of my eyes. “If you cared for me, you would wait. I’m seeing a therapist. I told you that.”

      He pulled on his shirt. “That shrink probably wants to get in your pants. He’ll keep telling you to avoid sex until he screws you.” He walked to the door. “If you cared for me, Lauren, you would show it.”

      I felt anger rise in me. I threw a pillow off the bed toward him. “If you walk out that door, don’t come back. I don’t need this guilt or your threats. I care about you more than you know.” As the tears began to flow, he stepped over the pillow that blocked his way. “I don’t have any pity for you, and those false tears don’t get to me. I’ll see you around, Lauren.”

      I woke with a start from the flashback. Tears still wet my eyes. I wiped them away with my hand. As if by reflex, I grabbed my record book and a pen. I had to record the flashback because I couldn’t lie anymore. I decided to keep it simple and jotted down, “flashback of breakup with college boyfriend.” No one needed to know more about how I feared a man’s touch. How my therapists had diagnosed my condition as a form of PTSD by witnessing my sister’s murder. A medical exam by a female doctor proved I’d been spared the horror of what that monster might’ve done to me, but the memory had scarred me nonetheless. My mother made it worse by warning me away from every guy I liked. Going away to college had been a tough fight, but I’d won and thought I could have a normal relationship with Craig. I should’ve known better. A stray tear fell across the page, nearly blotting out the word, “breakup.”
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      I don’t know why I stopped at the coffee shop the next day before going to Memory Makers. After what I’d experienced in my flashback, I knew I’d be afraid to see Brian there. Luckily, he wasn’t. The table we’d occupied was empty. Despite my relief, I felt a touch of disappointment. Then I saw her, sitting alone in the corner sipping a cup of coffee. Maureen. I walked over to her. “Hi. Mind if I join you?”

      She looked up and smiled. “Sure. I just found this place, Lauren. Please, have a seat. I’ll order you a coffee.”

      “Thank you, but I’ll pay. I dropped in to get a cup.”

      “Glad you did.” Her smile widened. She looked across at me as I sat. “I’ve been wanting to talk with you away from Memory Makers.” Her smile faded. “I can’t believe they gave you a second shot already. Did you have any new flashbacks?”

      I paused as the waitress came over, and I asked her to bring me a coffee. As she walked away, I replied, “One. From when I was in college.” I lowered my head, unable to meet her eyes.

      “Wow! What was it about?”

      “I’d rather not say.”

      “I understand. We’re not supposed to share that stuff.”

      I was glad she didn’t probe. I raised my head. “What did you want to talk to me about?”

      She glanced away a second and then asked, “Are you becoming friendly with Brian?”

      My heart skipped a beat at his name, but I kept my voice controlled as I replied, “What makes you ask that?”

      She laughed, a short deep sound. “It’s obvious how you two try to avoid one another. Also, I have to admit I saw you in here together having coffee one morning when I passed by. That’s why I stopped in today. I thought I’d catch you. He’s cute. I don’t blame you. You just need to be more discrete. Has he gone to your place?”

      “No.” My reply was stronger than I intended. “He’s just a friend, Maureen. It’s pretty lonely here away from my family and my pets.” That was only partially true. Aside from missing the sweet purrs of Harry and Hermione curled up by my feet at night, I was welcoming the freedom from my mother’s control and hadn’t spoken to my father in years. The only person I really missed was Rick and that was because I missed my job, keeping busy and not dwelling on my past. At Memory Makers, I had too much time on my hands to think, and the flashbacks were bringing back too much pain. I reminded myself that this was what I wanted, and yet having some friends would make it easier. I hoped Maureen could be one of them.

      She finished her coffee and then surveyed me with her dark eyes. “If you say so, but I would watch my back. You can’t trust anyone at Memory Makers except me, of course.” She flashed me another smile.

      I wanted to ask what she meant, but she glanced at her watch and got up. “We gotta get going, or we’ll be late. Finish your coffee. I’m picking up the tab. I insist.” She laid some bills on the table and signaled the waitress. I gulped my drink quickly, and then we both left the coffee shop.

      

      At Memory Makers, I was in for a surprise. Brian wasn’t in the morning meeting room when Maureen and I entered. Everyone else was there. When Dr. Murray came in, he made an announcement that explained Brian’s absence. “I have some bad news this morning, folks. I’m afraid we’ve lost one of our members. That happens sometimes when people change their minds about continuing the trial. Brian is no longer with us.”

      I was shocked, knowing he was hoping to remember what happened to his wife. The expressions around the table seemed to express upset, although I didn’t believe anyone but me truly cared. Maureen whispered next to me, “Sorry. I guess the flashbacks were too much for him. They’ll wear off soon, or maybe they wiped them like he thought they would.”

      She shut up quickly as Dr. Murray approached my seat. “Can I see your record book, Lauren? Since you’ve had your second shot, have you had any flashbacks?”

      I handed him the book and nodded. “Yes. One.” I remembered my flashback of the breakup with Craig but tried to focus on the fact that Brian had quit the testing without even notifying me after we’d shared so much.

      “Perfect.” He read my brief description of the episode. “Just a word of warning, Lauren. Even though you haven’t yet had your third shot, it’s possible you may have earlier flashbacks than from your college days. Please keep recording everything and, if things go well, you may receive your final shot next week.”

      He handed back my book and then went around the room to check the others. It looked as though everyone had at least one flashback since yesterday even Virginia who said she felt dizzy when she got home last night and then saw herself having lunch and choking on a piece of bread. “He didn’t put it in my mouth,” she said looking over at Bill. “He’s a nice boy. I’m sorry I said that. Please tell the principal that I just ate too fast.”

      Dr. Murray nodded. “Very good, Virginia. I’ll be sure to tell the principal.” He turned to Maureen who was the last person’s book he had to check. “I think you’ll be ready for your second shot tomorrow,” he said after reviewing her flashback record.

      “But I haven’t had any flashbacks” she said.

      “I still think you’re ready. The second dose is stronger than the first so should start them up.”

      “Fine, doctor,” she said, but I noticed a slight hitch to her voice. I realized that, despite her belief that she was a control subject, she was afraid of something at Memory Makers. I hoped I could speak with her again to determine what she’d meant by my watching my back and not trusting anyone.

      

      Before we left for the day, Dr. Grayson gave us a “homework” assignment before he dismissed us. “Since this is the weekend and you won’t be attending any of the reading, exercise, or music therapy sessions, I’d like to give you all a project to do. It’s really very simple and will help aid the injections in bringing back more memories.”

      Maureen whispered, “Oh, no. Now what?” in my ear. She shut up when Grayson turned toward her as if he’d heard her.

      “It won’t be difficult, and I’m sure you all might enjoy it. It’s called Object Therapy. Dr. Murray and I have written research papers about it, but basically it’s a form of show and tell.” He continued staring in our direction, but his eyes were focused on Maureen. He only glanced away when Virginia said, “I love show and tell. I brought my dolly to Mrs. Hart’s class in 2nd grade. Can I bring her here?”

      “If you have her with you, that would be fine, Virginia.”

      Worry lines crossed her brow. “The lady who lives in my house says I shouldn’t carry her around with me.”

      “That’s okay. I’ll have Nurse Hanover tell her to let you bring your dolly on Monday.” Grayson turned back to us. “I need you each to bring something in that has sentimental value or a strong memory attached to it.”

      Jake said, “I don’t have ‘nothin. I packed real light. I don’t keep mementos whatever you call ‘em, anyways.”

      “You must have something,” Grayson said. “It could be anything that might remind you of the past.”

      Jake shook his head. “I’ll do my best, doc, but I can’t promise anything.”

      Bill said, “I’m kind of stumped, too, but I’m sure I can dig something up.”

      “Good.” Grayson turned toward me. “What about you, Lauren? Do you have something in mind for Object Therapy?”

      “Sorry, but my mind’s a blank,” I said. I was still thinking about Brian leaving the trial.

      “That’s okay. I’m sure you’ll come up with something.” He looked around the room. “You all will. It should be an interesting session. We’ll fit it in right after dinner on Monday. Relax, and have a good weekend.”

      As he opened the door to escort us out, Maureen turned to me again. “Was that my imagination?” she asked, “or did that sound like a threat?”

      

      I felt oddly lonely leaving without Brian, but Jake came up to me unexpectedly. “Sorry about Brian,” he said. “He was a nice guy. I think you two could’ve been good friends after this was all over.” He waved his thin arms, and I noticed the tattoos that sneaked out of his three-quarter sleeves. I also saw redness around his eyes. He looked like he hadn’t had much sleep in a few days.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      He smiled weakly showing a few broken teeth and shrugged. “As good as can be expected. I haven’t had as many flashbacks as I’d hoped. I need this to work. I want my memories back.”

      I wondered if Doctor Grayson was right and that Jake was still on drugs. That could be an explanation for how he looked. “You have to be patient,” I said. “It takes time.”

      “Guess so.” He followed me out the door.

      

      When I returned to my apartment, an envelope was taped outside. Although I’d never invited Brian to my place, I hoped he’d somehow found out where I was staying and written me a letter explaining his dropping out of the trial at Memory Makers.

      I brought the note inside, sat on my couch, and read it. There was only one typed line:

      You won’t get away this time.

      My hands trembled as I dropped it to the floor. I wanted to tear it up but thought it might provide some evidence of who was threatening me. Even though I knew it would jeopardize the rest of my testing, I picked up my cell and was about to dial the police when it buzzed in my hand. The number displayed was Brian’s.

      “Brian,” I said answering the call.

      “Lauren, are you okay? You don’t sound good. I know you must be upset, but I wanted to explain. Sorry I didn’t call sooner.”

      He’d mistaken my anxious tone. “I want to know why you left, but I just received a typed threat that was taped to my door. I was about to call the police.”

      “Don’t do that. Listen to me. I need your address. I want to come and talk to you. It’s important. I can’t speak on the phone.”

      I hesitated. Maureen had suggested that someone at Memory Makers had another agenda but, if it was Brian and he’d been the one to leave the note, he would’ve already known my address. I took a chance and gave it to him.

      “I’ll be right over. I’m not far. Take some deep breaths. It’s going to be okay.”
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      I recognized Brian’s blue Taurus as I looked out my window and saw him pull up. He hurried up the walk checking around him and then tapped quickly at the door.

      I opened it, and he rushed in. “Brian, what’s wrong?”

      His eyes were narrowed, his face haggard. I saw a day’s growth of stubble covering his chin. “Pardon me, Lauren. I have to check for cameras.” He made his way through the rooms checking in corners and high and low spaces. I followed him, not knowing what to do.

      “All’s clear,” he finally said.

      “What’s going on?”

      “I have to make sure this place isn’t bugged. Lauren, I need a big favor. I have a suitcase in the car. It’s all I had in the other place. I need to stay here. I’ll sleep on the couch.”

      I was shocked. “I don’t mind, but why? I thought you quit Memory Makers and was going home.”

      He turned to me, a pained look in his eyes. “I’m sure that’s what they told you, but it’s a lie. They found out about me, that I work for the FDA, so they cut me loose. They offered to pay me for my silence, but it wouldn’t be enough. I promised I’d just leave. I don’t know if they believed me.”

      “Then why aren’t you going?”

      He sighed. “Can we sit down a moment and talk? I’ll get my bag from the car later.”

      “Sure. Would you like some coffee or a drink?”

      “It’s too late for caffeine. Do you have anything stiff?”

      I laughed. I wasn’t a drinker, but I occasionally had wine with dinner. I took out a bottle of red wine and two glasses. “This isn’t too stiff, but we can share it.”

      He smiled as he joined me on the couch. I poured the wine and picked up my glass. “What’s up, Brian?”

      “Remember I told you that I volunteered for Memory Makers to find out what happened to my wife?”

      I nodded.

      He turned to me and then placed his wine glass on the table. His eyes were even more pained. “I shouldn’t be drinking this. I wasn’t exactly an alcoholic, but I went on binges. It’s under control now, or at least I hope so. Two years ago, I got drunk. My wife and I were celebrating our first anniversary. We’d gone to dinner at a fancy place. She was beautiful, my Melinda. She was dressed to kill that night. Tight red dress, long auburn hair that flowed down her back. I couldn’t resist her. I had too much to drink. She did, too, but not as much as me.”

      He looked down at his glass as if seeing her reflection in the red liquid. “I wanted to make love to her when we got home, but I fell asleep. I couldn’t even make it upstairs to our bedroom. We’d been necking on the couch, and suddenly I couldn’t keep my eyes open. I don’t even recall her getting up and leaving me there, but when I woke up some time during the night or early morning, I had a blanket covering me that I was sure she’d brought down to me.”

      He took a breath and continued staring at his glass as he continued. “I wasn’t sure of the time I woke up. I’d heard a noise. It was the front door opening. We must’ve forgotten to lock it when we came home. Someone was there, a shadow carrying an object that I couldn’t make out. My eyes were blurry. I blinked a few times, rubbed them, and tried to rouse myself off the couch with no luck. I don’t think the person who entered even realized I was there. I heard his footsteps on our stairs, the creak of the hinge of our bedroom door. Then Melinda screamed and there was a loud noise. My head was fuzzy. I was disoriented. I didn’t register it as a shot, but I pushed myself up in an effort to see what was going on upstairs. It took me a few minutes to get off the couch because I had a hard time standing. I ambled toward the stairs, crawling, and then falling every few steps. When I finally got to the top, it was too late.”

      He clenched his hands, wringing them in his lap. I noticed his knuckles were white, but I let him talk.

      “She was dead, shot in the head, a pool of blood circled her on our bedroom floor. Her beautiful hair lay in it, so much red.” He closed his eyes.

      After a few deep breaths, he added, “The window was open. Her killer had escaped through it. I got down on the floor next to her and took her wrist that was still warm, felt for a pulse, but there was none. I put my face close to her lips to see if I felt breath, but no air rushed between them.”

      He paused again, his voice catching with emotion. I waited until he picked up the story. “After I called 911, I cradled her in my arms and sat there crying, staring into her vacant blue eyes. When the police and emergency team arrived, they asked me a lot of questions that I couldn’t answer because I was in shock. I knew they suspected me. The husband is always the first suspect in a wife’s murder.”

      He took another deep breath but seemed calmer now that he’d gotten most of the tale off his chest. “I think they would’ve arrested me, but my neighbor and friend, Henry, came to my defense. He told them he was woken up from a bad dream around 1 a.m. He’d heard a noise and looked out his window. He saw the dark figure of a man by my front door and, a few minutes later, he heard a loud bang and then saw the man get in a car and speed away. He thought the guy was a burglar and was horrified when he learned Melinda was dead. He gave the police a description of the man and the car, but he said it was dark and hard for him to see clearly. Because of his story and the fact that the bullet that killed Melinda wasn’t from my gun, I was released but dismissed from my job. My partner, who felt bad about what happened, set me up with an interview with the FDA. I was lucky to get hired with them and thankful they hadn’t probed too far into why I was no longer on the force. That’s how I found out about Memory Makers and signed up for the trial.”

      I didn’t know what to say.

      He unclenched his hands and rolled his head back. “That’s why I wanted to try the Memory Makers’ drug. I want to remember what happened that night. All of it. Even though I was partially unconscious, I saw him, but my eyes only recall a shadow. If I was sober, it would’ve been different. I might’ve been able to save her. I never touched a drink after that.”

      “Even if you saw something, Brian, unless he was someone you knew, how could you identify him? And now that you’ve been shut off from Memory Makers, how will that slim chance even be possible?”

      He picked up his glass again, took a sip, and replied in a deadpan voice, “Because I’m planning to break in there and get those shots.”
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      At my exclamation, he smiled weakly. He must’ve been relieved to get everything off his chest. “I’m sorry, Lauren. I shouldn’t have told you that, but I wanted to explain why I need to be here. What’s going on with you? You mentioned another threat?”

      “Hold on. I don’t understand. Was your friend telling the truth, or did he just make up the story to protect you?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know. In any case, they believed him, even though the killer was never caught. Now please, let’s move on. What happened to you?”

      I got up and brought the note I’d found over to him. “Read this. It looks like whoever wrote it knows where I am.”

      His face grew grim as he scanned the sentence. “Maybe it’s good I’ll be staying here then.”

      I somewhat agreed, but I didn’t have much time to consider anything because my house phone rang. I was afraid it was another threat, but when I answered it, it was my mother.

      “You haven’t called me back, Lauren.”

      “I’m sorry, Mom. I’ve been busy. I have someone here.” I looked across at Brian.

      “Who? Are you seeing somebody? I hope it’s not one of those people in your group. I thought you weren’t supposed to mingle with them, and I imagine they’re all too old for you.”

      “That’s not true. Some are young, but, really, it’s not any of your business what I do here.”

      Brian raised an eyebrow at my comment.

      She sighed. “I know. You’re an adult, but I’m still your mother. I have some bad news for you that may change all your plans. You have to come home. I haven’t been able to find Harry.”

      My heart sank at the news, but then I remembered something that might help in her search for my cat. “He has a chip, Mom. That’s how you might be able to locate him.”

      “Lauren, there are so many black cats out there. People don’t take them to vets to be scanned when one crosses their path. In fact, some people avoid black cats.”

      “That’s just a superstition. Lots of people love black cats.”

      “Even so, you should come back. Maybe he’ll see you. He could be waiting for you at your apartment. I’ve read about cats returning to their homes when people move.”

      “I thought you said you checked for him there?”

      “Yes. It was the first place I looked after searching the neighborhood. I didn’t have any luck, but he may have been hiding. If he sees you, he might show himself.”

      Instead of arguing with her reasoning, I asked, “What about the shelter I adopted him and Hermione from? Did you ask if they’d found a black kitten?”

      “Lauren, he’s your cat. I’m not chasing after him. If you want him found, you’ll come home and look for him.”

      I knew where this was leading, but I couldn’t abandon my handsome Harry. “Okay, Mom. You win, but that may jeopardize my participation in this trial.”

      “That might be for the best.”

      I let out a long sigh. “Alright. I have the weekend off. I’ll leave tomorrow morning.”

      That seemed to satisfy her. I just hoped that Harry wouldn’t mysteriously turn up hiding behind some towels in her bathroom before I got there.

      “See you tomorrow then. Call me with your flight arrangements when you get them. I can pick you up from the airport.” Her voice held a hint of a smile. She was happy she’d won.

      “Goodbye,” I said tersely without agreeing to anything and hung up. I turned to see Brian smiling. “Your cat is missing.” It wasn’t a question.

      I nodded. “Very conveniently. I bet she held the door open for him. She probably hopes to convince me to stay permanently.”

      He got up. “You have to be strong, Lauren. In a way, I’m glad you’re going. I’d be happy to protect you here, but if you leave, you’re safer.”

      “When are you planning to steal the injections?”

      “Don’t worry. I can’t do that immediately. I’ll wait until you’re back. You might be able to help.” He paused. “You should notify Murray that you’re going away. If someone has their eyes on this place, they may see you leave. You might get some flashbacks at your mother’s house, so be careful.”

      I laughed, but it sounded weak. “I’m not afraid of flashbacks. Well, maybe a little, but I need to know what they can show me. From what you’ve told me, we have that in common.”

      He smiled. “We do. Now you should get packing if you’re leaving in the morning. Do you have a blanket I can use out here for tonight?”

      “Sure. I’ll get it for you. Feel free to sleep on the bed while I’m away.”

      He grinned. “I’ll be perfectly comfortable on the couch for two nights.”

      “What if I don’t find him by Monday?”

      “Then you have to give up, Lauren. You’ll show your mother you’ve done your best.”

      “She’ll try to convince me to stay.”

      “I think you can stand up to her. Don’t pack much. I’ll help you arrange a flight. I have my laptop with me. Let me get it from my car.”

      A few minutes later, after I’d brought some extra sheets and a light blanket from the bedroom and folded them neatly across the arm of the couch, he returned with his computer and a large suitcase. “This has everything I need. Thanks for the blankets.” He winked.

      I smiled and went to my room to start packing. As I was throwing the last item into the case, Brian called from the living room, “I booked you a flight on Delta tomorrow. It leaves at 7 a.m., so you should go right to bed. I’ll set an alarm for four o’clock and wake you. I can drive you to the airport.”

      I walked back to the living room rolling the case behind me. “Thanks, Brian.” I placed it by the door. “I’m all set. I just need to shower and dress in the morning and throw some things into a carry-on bag. You don’t need to drive me to the airport. I can get a taxi.”

      “I insist. Now go to sleep. You need your rest.”

      I was about to protest that it would be hard for me to sleep that night, but I just turned and went back into the bedroom calling after me, “You, too. Have a good night.”

      

      I wasn’t sure what time it was, but I was awoken from a dream about Patty. It wasn’t a flashback. It was the same one that haunted me but another slightly different version. Each time I experienced it, there were minor changes. I’d been told by doctors that this was normal. Memories are fluid. They change with time. The longer the period after the incident, the less likely the memory will be accurate. Since dreams are formed in the unconscious, they can feature memories that are distorted by time and our reactions to the memories.

      Patty and I were in the sandbox. My father came out of the house and walked toward us. He looked anxious. I was afraid he was going to scold us about something. Instead, he said, “Girls, stay in the yard. I have an important call I’m expecting soon and can’t be interrupted. I promise I won’t be long.”

      “Okay, Daddy, but will you come play with us after your call?” Patty asked.

      “I will.” He looked at me. “Keep an eye on your sister.” Then he strode back to the house.

      Cell phones weren’t widely in use in that day, so I now realized he’d gone into his den where our only house phone lay on his desk. The den was on the second floor. Its only window faced to the side of our yard, so Patty and I wouldn’t be in his view.

      The scene changed abruptly. I heard our white gate creak open, the soft thud of footsteps on the grass. A shadow loomed over the sandbox. The “Shadow Man,” as I’d come to refer to him because my memory had blocked out his face.

      “C’mon, girls,” he said in a raspy voice that even in my sleep I realized was the same as the one that had left the message on my cell phone. “I have a present for you two. It’s okay. Come with me. I told your Dad I would take you for something special. He’s going to meet us there after his phone call.”

      Just as the final scene usually flashed before my eyes, I was awoken by a scream. Feeling disoriented, I forgot that Brian was staying in the apartment. I jumped out of bed, fearing that someone had broken in. Unplugging the lamp on my night table, I grabbed it hoping to use it as a weapon if necessary. Then I realized the yell was coming from Brian. He lay writhing on the couch, the covers in a bunch. He was wearing blue checked pajamas that he must’ve changed into before going to sleep. His suitcase lay half open next to him, spilling out a few clothes.

      “Brian, are you okay?” I put down the lamp and went to him.

      His eyes were wide. “Sorry I woke you, Lauren.”

      “Don’t worry. I had a bad dream, too.”

      “It wasn’t a dream.” He sat up, pulling the covers back on to the couch.

      “You had a flashback?”

      “I think so. In all my dreams, I’ve never actually seen what happened that night.”

      “Did you …?” I began.

      “No.” He lowered his eyes. “but I saw why the killer spared me. I told you I was so drunk that I fell asleep on the couch. Well, Melinda brought me a blanket like you did. I saw her drape it over me and then go upstairs. During the night, I pulled it over me. When I heard the door open, I lowered it a bit and peeked out. That’s when I must’ve seen him, but the flashback didn’t show his face. He probably didn’t know I was there. After he … killed her,” he choked on the words, “he escaped through the bedroom window. He probably figured I left and would come home to discover her. He must’ve hoped they’d pin it on me. If it wasn’t for Henry, they would’ve.”

      I sat on the couch and moved next to him. “I’m so sorry, Brian, but this means you’re close to remembering. You may not even need the other injections.”
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