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            SIX TIMES IN THE HEAD

          

          ST. JOSEPH'S HOSPITAL, JULY 25

          HOPE

        

      

    

    
      "I didn't murder him," an elderly woman quavered when I pushed open the door of emergency exam room 4 at St. Joseph's Hospital. "You have to believe me. Are you Dr. See?"

      My heart stuttered. Why would my patient greet me at 0800 by holding forth on homicide?

      Summer in Montreal meant Formula 1 and farmers' markets, not a Canadian murderfest by the St. Lawrence River. I defaulted to my usual routine. "Hi, I'm Dr. Hope Sze"—I pronounced it like "tse"—"which does sound like See."

      I nudged my wheeled computer workstation inside the white box of an exam room and closed the door behind me, sealing us in with the faint smell of disinfectant. The air conditioning worked. Sort of. "I'm the resident doctor on neurology today."

      Ms. Danielle Upton stood beside the black exam room table in high heels. Even though I barely topped 5'2" without running shoes, I still towered over this miniature female holding out her right, wrinkled hand for me to shake, her startling green eyes wide with trust and a judicious amount of eyeliner.

      Her triage note said only 78 y.o. female, headache 9/10, wants to speak to MD.

      "Hello, doctor." Ms. Upton shook my hand with more firmness than I'd expected, before boosting herself onto the exam table beside her massive black purse. Seriously, her bag could swallow her torso. "Is that a Chinese name?"

      I nailed a smile on my face. She looked elegant in her simple black sheath dress and a pearl necklace, but she spoke about murder and race. Very strange combo. "Sure. Tell me about your headache, Ms. Upton."

      "You can call me Danielle, Ms. Upton, musician, even childless cat lady. I'll answer to most things." She smiled and bobbed her head in agreement with herself. "I didn't kill him. It may look like murder, but it wasn't."

      I sidestepped that while I fought with the computer to open her medical file. "Let's start at the beginning. Do you have anyone with you?"

      Usually a caregiver will accompany someone with dementia to the emergency department. Even though I knew it was futile, I glanced around the pocket-sized exam room, past my "workstation on wheels" (WOW) to her exam table and, to her right, the sink attached to the wall. Someone had already stolen the plastic chair I could've sat on.

      "Goodness, no. I'm all alone, now more than ever." Ms. Upton clutched the handle of her purse.

      Did she have memory issues or not? She spoke well and looked cocktail party-ready, but she should have changed into the hospital gown that lay neatly folded on the table, squashed under her body-sized purse.

      "That can be a problem," I agreed, still waiting for Sarket, our electronic medical record system (EMR), to load her previous charts and help me figure out what was going on. The useless emergency physician who'd referred her had barely typed "worst headache of life" before consulting neurology and ordering a CT scan of her head. Ah, the joys of working in a decrepit teaching hospital. "How can I help you today?"

      Closer up, Ms. Upton's lipstick had smudged on the left. "You can prove that I didn't kill him, of course. But I'll need to speak to a doctor first."

      "I'm your doctor. Dr. Sze, remember?" I spent 30 percent of my time reassuring patients that I was an M.D. Yes, a real one. Yes, your doctor! In 11 months, I'd finish my second and final year of family medicine. If I passed my exams, I could hang up my shingle, but I'd applied for another year of punishment, i.e. the emergency medicine program.

      Ms. Upton tapped one palm with the fingers of the other, miming genteel applause. "Ah, a lady doctor!"

      "Yes, we come in XX chromosomes now." I couldn't resist a genetics joke.

      She laughed, getting it immediately, before she hugged her bag to her side. "Oh, that's wonderful. Can you help when the police charge me with murder?"

      "Perhaps," I said, forcing down my instinct to jab 911 on my cell phone every time she said murder. I'm a doctor. My job is to stay calm, sort of like the eye in the tornado. First of all, was it true that she'd killed anyone? You're no longer supposed to argue with delusions. Listen and redirect.

      Secondly, even if she had attacked someone, I've witnessed weirder crap in my life. I mean supernatural, never-speak-of-this-stuff like ghosts and dragons. A maybe-murderous grandmother would hardly make the cut.

      "Thank goodness." Ms. Upton wrinkled her forehead at me behind her wire rimmed glasses. If I elbowed her in the ribs, she looked like she'd topple over. How could she have killed anyone?

      At long last, her previous records loaded up on our Sarket EMR. Danielle Upton, 78 years old. No recent blood work or brain scans, only a reference to a hysterectomy nine years ago. The Sarket system didn't connect to other hospitals or to family doctors (of course. See decrepit hospital, above), so I asked, "Did you bring any of your medical records with you?"

      "No, I'm very healthy. I don't take any medications," Ms. Upton said, then cocked her head. "I suppose you'd consider me mentally ill for committing a murder on Sherbrooke Street. I believe that's what's giving me such a headache."

      I began the laborious process of closing her previous file and switching Sarket over to her current medical record. "Why don't you tell me about that?"

      Ms. Upton clasped her hands, her startling green eyes still gazing deeply into mine. "I thought you'd never ask. I shot him six times in the head."
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          ANONYMOUS

        

      

    

    
      Who am I?

      I stand in a shower, warm water sluicing over my hair.

      Where am I?

      I scan the tear drop-shaped labels on three rectangular glass bottles. The shower wall rack contains lemon verbena shampoo, conditioner, and body wash, all designed by H.A. Wilcox for the Innsmouth Hotel.

      How did I end up in a hotel shower with my memory wiped?

      I should scream or cry or pound on the white walls on three sides of me.

      Instead, with the heel of my hand, I wipe the steam and water droplets from the glass shower door for a better look. A white towel lies folded on the metal rail on the outside of the door. This white box of a bathroom appears neat and anonymous.

      I bend to scoop up a green and yellow squeeze bottle of Dagon's Swimmer Shampoo that promises to remove chlorine and bromine from my hair. I must be a swimmer. I glance down at my body, which does seem toned.

      I dredge up memories of stepping on warm grey tiles near a lifeguard chair as my voice echoes around the pool room. Yes, I must swim. Perhaps as recently as this morning. I cling to that fact, pressing my fingers into the white shower wall.

      Still, why am I enclosed in the Innsmouth Hotel?

      Why can't I cry or rage?

      I need a doctor. My head begins to throb.

      My hands reach for the metal shower knobs facing me. I spin the one on the right, and the water cools. I frown and twist the one on the left, cutting the stream to a few slow drips on top of my head, swiftly fading to nothing.

      "Hello?" I call softly, securing the towel around me. I don't want anyone to answer if I'm naked, and there are no clothes in the bathroom. I must have walked in here unclothed, for reasons I no longer understand.

      I wait for palpitations and panic. I should at least yell like a soap opera character with amnesia. Instead, water seeps out of my hair, onto my back. The ceiling fan drones. My brain settles into a similar dull hum that I struggle to resist.

      I step onto the white cotton mat in front of the shower stall, scanning the misted mirror and the countertop for clues. The side mirror's built-in ring light gleams, ready to examine my pores.

      I bend for the bath mat. I'll wipe down the mirror to examine my face beyond a hazy impression of brilliant green eyes and long, black hair. My face should teach me who I am.

      I lift the mat, careful not to lose the towel wrapped around me, or to hit the two toothbrushes standing on the countertop.

      Two toothbrushes. I glance from one to the other, both expensive electric models, one ringed in red and one in yellow.

      Who else checked into the Innsmouth Hotel with me?

      Do they know how helpless I am?

      Outside the bathroom door, a phone begins to ring.
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            YOU HAVE A GUN?

          

          HOPE

        

      

    

    
      "You shot … ?" I couldn't even finish my sentence to Danielle Upton.

      Ms. Upton recrossed her ankles, now with her left one on top. She wore the fancy heels with red soles, not the cheap kind, which somehow made her murder confession even more unreal. "You heard me, Dr. Sze. Six times. In the head."

      "You have a gun?" I shoved aside my disbelief and eyed her from her white bun to her heels, visually searching for a firearm, even though my hindbrain ordered me to flee.

      If I assumed she was a sweet old lady and she unloaded a .45 on me right now, goodbye Hope. If I retreated and she turned out to pack no more than a stick of gum, I'd look silly yet survive.

      She smiled instead of answering.

      "Ms. Upton."

      Where could I hide if she pulled a gun on me?

      Not behind the exam table fixed to the wall. Not behind my WOW, a laptop inside a plastic adjustable desk with wheels.

      Could I outrun the arthritic hand already resting on her black bag?

      I pivoted to the sealed exam room door behind and to my right. One quick handle grab, and I could dash to the ambulatory nursing station.

      Or I could lunge for the other door, on the opposite side of the exam room. That would mean flying in front of her and eat up a crucial few extra seconds, but I could practically feel the dim fluorescent lights of the hallway flickering on my face before she mowed me down.

      Ms. Upton twitched. I yelped and half-portaled myself through the nursing station door before she said, "Don't worry. I had a gun."

      Her use of past tense didn't reassure me any more than our flimsy metal detectors and distracted security guards. But she moved her purse a foot away from her on the exam table. Still within arm's reach, but I could breathe again. I called back through the doorway, "Do you have the gun on you right now?"

      Ms. Upton shook her head. "I left it with him." Before I could ask who, she said, "They'll find me soon. It might take longer because I haven't had so much as a parking ticket in the past decade."

      Wow. Parking tickets are a blood sport in Montreal.

      An IV pump shrilled, making me jump. Ms. Upton smiled faintly. "I gave up my driver's license ten years ago, in honour of climate change."

      Geez. Our politics aligned, except about murder. I kept my computer between us—hey, a crappy shield was better than none—and pointed at her oversized purse. "I'll have to ask you to change into a gown and turn in any weapons."

      "Certainly." She nodded at me. "We should all be as careful as possible. I applaud you, Dr. Sze."

      "Thanks, and if you could leave your purse next to this exam room door … " I backpedaled toward the nursing station with my computer. I'd never seized a patient's personal property before. Would anyone believe that a little old lady might gun us all down? "Let's give you some privacy."

      "You're worried I'm going to shoot you." Her creaky voice wafted down the hall, surprising one of my favourite nurses, Roxanne, before I firmly closed the door to exam room 4.

      Roxanne raised one eyebrow at me, her brown eyes already snapping with humour. She's a smart, pretty brunette who lost part of her arm six months ago, which doesn't slow her down any. "You got a live one there. Is she part of the cult that says it'll end the world today?"

      "Not funny, Roxanne." I kept rolling past the ambulatory nursing station, a long L-shaped computer desk that faced the eye exam and resuscitation rooms. "I forgot that cult picked July 25th to blow us up. They have a Montreal branch, eh?"

      "Probably. You could drive to Arkham, Massachusetts in five hours if you gun it. Oops. Sorry." Roxanne laughed at her own word choice. "And it doesn't matter if you get a ticket if they end the world, right?"

      "Right. The end of days, starting now." I ported my WOW across the hallway to the acute side of the ER, our command central bordered by Plexiglas, maybe only forty feet further out of firing range, but I'd take it. "So room 4 says she shot a man six times in the head and left the gun at the scene. I'd like to verify that."

      Roxanne sighed as we crossed the double doors next to the old X-ray boxes. "Do you really think she'd shoot anyone?"

      I waited until we passed by a stretcher carrying an elderly Black woman wearing a red kerchief over her hair. "With my luck? Maybe."

      "Definitely. Especially with the killer cult on the loose!" Roxanne elbowed me with her good arm and surveyed the acute nursing station patients.

      "Ha, ha." I pretended to laugh too.

      Through the Plexiglas, a unit coordinator frowned at us from the maroon desk near beds 1 and 2, where she pulled some papers from the fax machine before she checked the photocopier. Note: don't believe in paperless electronic medical systems. We use more paper than ever.

      Because of my bulky WOW, instead of taking a diagonal short cut through the nursing station, we chose the scenic route. That led us past the window ledge facing bed 2, where the ER resident call room key lay attached to a yellow stick, as a reminder not to walk away with it, no matter how tired we got post-shift.

      "Hi, Fabien!" Roxanne waved at a male nurse who charted along a second wall topped with Plexiglas. Basically, a square of Plexiglas walls formed the perimeter of our acute nursing station facing the monitored beds.

      "Excuse me." I dodged someone on a chair. Patients got crammed into stretchers and chairs around the ambulance bay, or even into surrounding hallways or offices.

      The acute side felt like home to me. I wanted to stay here, taking care of patients on heart monitors. The ones who needed me. But this month, I'd consult on anyone with a brain complaint.

      I beckoned Roxanne down the small hallway between monitored beds 8 and 9. If we kept going straight, we'd hit the conference room, but I abandoned my WOW to take a right into the staff lounge for a tiny bit of privacy.

      Before joining me, Roxanne glanced left, at the ER resident call room, and top right, at the mythical ER staff call room (with a shower!). Then she followed me into the tiny staff lounge with the fridge and overstuffed couch, her hands already reaching for the all-important coffee machine. Roxanne poured herself a cup while standing at the counter on our left.

      "My career is based on eliminating the worst case scenarios," I said. "What do you think, should I send security in to check room 4's bag? Or call the police, since they're the ones who actually know how to disarm people?"

      "I guess either one works." Roxanne opened the fridge to grab the milk. "A gun should have set off the metal detector, though."

      "Do our metal detectors even work? And I've heard of ghost guns." I punched that into my phone to check exactly what it meant, while leaning against the couch on our right. "I don't want to overcall it, but they'll string me up if anyone gets hurt."

      "Good points." Roxanne chuckled before she scratched her arm stump and headed back to the acute nursing station. "A perk of working at St. Joe's."

      I laughed at her pun and latched back onto my workstation's cool plastic push bar. "Can we clear the other rooms on the ambulatory side during the security check?"

      "Just a second. Ms. Castro. Alda, wait!" Roxanne set her coffee mug on the nursing station ledge and rushed to a stretcher on the opposite side, closer to the X-ray light boxes. She steadied the woman wearing the red kerchief who'd started tottering to the bathroom.

      Roxanne helped her don a pair of hospital booties while I shook my head in amazement. That nurse could do more with one hand than most people can do with two.

      I pushed my WOW toward her, offered her the coffee with my free hand, and whispered, "For room 4. Should we clear out the ambulatory side as a safety precaution?"

      Roxanne gulped her coffee. "Volume." She meant that the "ambu" side was our fast track, where we quickly ran patients in and out of the four cubicle exam rooms beside triage and the waiting room. "You should ask Dr. Callendar."

      "Ugh." We both knew Dr. Callendar, the family doctor who moonlighted in the ER, specialized in doing as little as possible. I've met incredible family doctors. He is not one of them. I counted down the months of paying tuition for his purported knowledge.

      "Talk to Dr. C while I send security to room 4." Roxanne held up her mug in a mock salute. "Good luck!"

      I pushed my WOW back to the ambulatory nursing station, which was really just a long desk where we could chart, review X-rays and CT scans, and make phone calls. And where I could argue with my nemesis.

      Dr. Callendar's salt and pepper head bent over his billing slips in the chair closest to me. He didn't look up.

      I exhaled and spoke to the back of his head. "Hello, Dr. Callendar. You consulted me for the headache patient in room 4. She says she shot a man."

      He barely glanced up from his papers. "Danielle Upton? Headache, no history of migraines. I ordered a CT in case she has a brain tumour and consulted neurology. I guess that's you."

      "Yes, I'm on neurology this month. Did she tell you about the shooting?"

      He finally met my eyes. "No." He clicked a few keys on his desktop computer. "Did you speak to Dr. Torres about it?"

      "Not yet. I want to secure the scene." I deliberately dropped a police term. "Since she admits to shooting someone, I'd like to err on the side of safety and make sure she didn't bring a gun. Do you want to clear the ambulatory area or call the police?"

      Dr. Callendar looked startled. "For that little old lady?"

      "Little old ladies can fire guns." My hands tightened on the push bar of my WOW.

      "We had those metal detectors put in the emergency entrance and main entrance." His eyes drifted back to his monitor.

      "Yes, but people come in through different doorways, and ghost guns don't show up on metal detectors."

      Dr. Callendar shook his head. "Sad."

      "What?" Did he actually know about ghost guns? Maybe he'd skipped out on medicine to read up on untraceable weapons, either 3D printed or assembled from stolen components.

      "Dr. Sze, you should focus your fine mind on your work instead of your paranoia."

      I fisted and unfisted my hands behind my back instead of giving him a piece of my "fine mind." Dr. Callendar had finally handed me a single compliment but wrapped it in barbed wire, as author Dani Shapiro had put it.

      Just because you're paranoid doesn't mean they're not out to get you. I bit that back. Not worth fighting with Dr. Callendar, since I actually didn't report to the ambulatory emergency physician while on another service. "I can speak to Dr. Torres about security."

      "You do that."

      I dragged my WOW back to the acute side, near the kerchief woman. Yes, overreacting looked bad. I'd rather deal with that than an actual gun, though.

      Still standing, I quickly searched online for a man shot today in Montreal. That would bolster my claim before I spoke to Dr. Torres. I didn't want to greet the neurologist like, Hi, I'm Dr. Sze, and I'm unhinged.

      "You okay, Hope?" a familiar male voice called, immediately making me melt.

      I turned to beam at my ex-fiancé and still close friend, Dr. John Tucker, one of my favorite men in the world.

      "How was Texas?" I asked, extending my neck to smile up at him. Thank goodness he was finally growing out his blindingly white hair, now a buzz cut instead of scalp length.

      Tucker offered a crooked grin and rubbed a bit of stubble on his chin. As a second year resident like me, he was lucky to get any vacation at all. "Awesome bachelor's party at Barton Springs. My cousin's married now, and Austin's still weird."

      I laughed, even if I only caught half the references. "Glad you made it to the wedding. Is Austin as weird as Montreal?" He smelled like fresh soap and chocolate, and I felt myself leaning toward Tucker, even though he broke off our engagement and I'm supposed to respect our boundaries.

      "Weirder. I haven't even told you about Hippie Hollow Park." He winked at me. "Did you get a chance to read The Call of Cthulhu? I sent you the link."

      The name Hippie Hollow made my eyes wander down to the hollows of Tucker's hip bones, shielded by his scrubs, before I caught myself. "Yeah, I read it. Buildings going haywire, a cult in a bayou, sailors under attack by monster Cthulhu, people going insane from dreams ... it was almost as strange as room 4 claiming she killed someone." I explained my dilemma. "She says she left the gun 'with him.' I don't know who or where. Dr. Callendar doesn't give a crap because he already ordered a CT for her headache."

      Tucker snatched his phone from his pocket. "I'll call Bronson."

      "Who's that?"

      "My friend on the police force. Hang on." Tucker turned his back on me to dial.

      Belatedly, I realized that I could have tried Constable Visser, my own police friend, but Tucker was already on it.

      Roxanne cut through the stretchers toward me, still smiling, with no visible bullet holes. "There you are. Dr. Callendar was the usual?"

      "Exactly." No need to explain how my family medicine preceptor made me cross-eyed.

      Roxanne winked at me, her sneakers padding on the tile floor. "That's why I knocked on the door of room 4 myself."

      "Roxanne!" I protested.

      "Hey, why should you have all the fun? She's my patient too."

      "Aren't you on the acute side?" Roxanne usually takes care of the sicker patients, heart attacks and strokes and GI bleeds, not the walking wounded.

      Roxanne strode toward room 4, forcing me to push my WOW after her as she said, "Don't worry, I asked Danielle to turn her handbag over to security. There's the guard now. Varina!"

      I blinked at Varina, a new and reassuringly solid security guard dressed in a light blue shirt and navy dress pants. Varina held up The Purse outside exam room 4, saying, "Ran it through the metal detectors without her keys. Clean." I couldn't place Varina's accent, maybe Eastern European.

      "Great. Will you stay with us while Dr. Sze searches it?" Roxanne asked sweetly.

      "Of course," said Varina, planting her feet and raising her meaty fist to knock on the door of room 4.

      Behind the guard's back, I made an ugly face at Roxanne, my eyes wide and teeth bared, meaning, Why should I search it instead of you?

      Roxanne laughed and rolled her eyes back at me. "I've got to put an IV in room 2, but I'll stay for the beginning as a show of force."

      Show of force means that multiple medical personnel appear in the room, demonstrating that we can take you on. It reduces patient violence.

      "Thanks," I muttered.

      Danielle Upton called, "Come in." Still wearing high heels, she'd changed into her gown and folded her clothes on the exam room bed beside her. "Welcome. Please make yourselves at home."

      "May we check your purse?" I asked.

      "Of course. Do whatever you need to do. I take your safety very seriously." Ms. Upton clasped her hands together. "I'm not going to shoot you in the face."

      I jerked backwards. Even Roxanne's smile dimmed. Only Varina seemed unperturbed as she reached inside the purse, which she'd replaced on the exam table.

      "Careful!" Ms. Upton warned her. "Don't hurt my precious babies."

      I hung back with my WOW, scanning for a gun. Standing on my tiptoes, I spotted vitamins, then three books, one hardcover of Winnie-the-Pooh, H.P. Lovecraft's The Thing on the Doorstep, and an ancient text with a cracked brown cover that made Varina grimace to touch.

      A few business cards fluttered out to the floor. I scooped up the yoga studio and bookstore cards and couldn't help smiling at the last card, which advertised a "safe space" called On Repose, complete with a picture of a purple sloth.

      "Don't lose my things!" Danielle Upton chided us, and I stacked the cards neatly on top of Winnie-the-Pooh, admiring the drawings by E.H. Shepard.

      When my index finger brushed the book below it, I gasped and my hair stood on end.

      Evil.

      The single word zoomed through my brain, and I whipped toward Ms. Upton, my teeth already bared and my hand in the air.

      Ms. Upton faced me, her green eyes abnormally bright.

      "Hello. What's this?" Varina held up a black handheld gaming device with one pink and one blue end piece.

      Roxanne burst out laughing, drowning out the sound of me washing my hands with soap and water. I got a whiff of lemons, not my own tea tree oil shampoo or hospital soap. For some reason, I pictured a high end brand in a rectangular glass bottle.

      "Is that a Switch?" I flicked water off my hands, trying not to hit a cardboard kidney basin already in the sink, before reaching for a paper towel. Tucker and my other ex-beloved, Ryan Wu, both game. I like it too, but gave it up during undergrad as a time thing.

      Roxanne jingled the keys in her pink scrub pants and asked Ms. Upton, "You mean you shot someone in the head in a game?"

      I bit the inside of my lower lip until Danielle Upton said, "Of course not. I wouldn't stay here for twelve hours for my gaming!"

      "Then what⁠—"

      "Look!" I jabbed my finger at the purse, which had begun to move.

      When Varina flipped the purse's mouth to face us, two eyes stared back at us from the purse's depths.
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      I crack open the bathroom door, inwardly braced for my hotel roommate. Or worse. "Hello?"

      A marine blue hallway greets me, empty except for the shelving unit, with a microwave, on the right. I glance further in to my left, taking in a white king sized bed bracketed by bedside tables, but no cell phones.

      At least whoever was last here had pulled the shade down, preserving my privacy. I step onto the grey carpet, hoping I don't catch a plantar wart.

      How come I know what a plantar wart is, but not my own name or where I am?

      Between the bed and the window lies a full-sized orange sofa and coffee table. Against the opposite wall, a black landline phone continues to ring atop a glass desk.

      I pick up the phone, which displays the date, July 24th. A notepad and pen bear matching Innsmouth Hotel logos. "Hello?"

      "You okay, Ace?" A man's voice pours into my ear.

      I gasp. Now I know my name, or at least a nickname. My heart glows with victory.

      The glow may be a side effect from his voice, low and liquid, almost hypnotic. I've never heard such a beautiful male voice before. Or if I had, it has fled my memory. "Strange morning," I say, before I realize that I'm guessing the time of day.

      The alarm clock on the bedside table says 9:24. I step toward the window, stretching the phone cord. My left fingertip brushes the white plastic shade aside for a peek. Perhaps I'm left-handed?

      The sun shines on a parking lot with a few cars. At the perimeter squats a dumpster half full of garbage, including a bag with loose ends that whip in the wind, audible to me through the window, even though my room rests a few stories up.

      I count at least 20 stories in the building tower across the lot. Further out, I note some mall-like shorter buildings.

      Which city is this? How can I ask the man without sounding crazy?

      "Your cell phone fell in my bag," the man says through the hotel phone receiver. "I didn't notice until I got to the studio, sorry. You were sleeping when I left."

      "Yeah?" I wonder who this guy is. I wonder how I ended up in the shower with no memory and no phone.

      "You were sleeping naked." His voice dips down, and I shiver a little.

      He sounds sexy. Part of me wants a boyfriend who makes me melt with his voice alone. The other part of me questions how my memory was erased, leaving me naked and alone with no phone.

      "You want me to bring your phone back?" He sounds so nice. Trustworthy. "I'm in meetings with Dani until 11, but I can duck out or have it Ubered to you."

      "I do need a phone, but … " I bite my lip instead of admitting that I have no clothes.

      My stomach growls loud enough to hear in the next room over. I may not know who I am, but my body craves food.

      He laughs in delight. "You hungry, Ace? I'll bring you some lunch with your phone. You want a tuna poke bowl, special delivery?"

      "Great." My voice sounds dull to my own ears. I should feel charmed. This gorgeous-sounding man will bring me the three F's: food, phone, and fucks.

      He picks up on my tone. "You want company, right?"

      "Oh, I want company." I need answers, even though my brain seems encased in cement. I aim for enthusiasm. "Let me show you how much."

      "Depends on my mood," he teases me.

      I pout and catch myself in the mirror above the desk. I look good, almost like I've practiced it. Could I be an actor or an influencer?

      How come I know what an influencer is, but not my own name?

      I focus on the man with the golden voice. "I can give you a good incentive."

      "Well, in that case, I'll be there before 11:30. Can you wear my favourite outfit?"

      I glance around the room. No closet. No clothes crumpled on the carpet. "Which one?"

      "The one you woke up in."

      That's easy. All I'll have to do is drop the towel. "Guaranteed."

      He makes approving noises.

      I hang up and realize that I'm meeting a potential kidnapper in a strange hotel room at 11:30 am, completely naked.

      Not only have I lost my memory and my emotions, but any sense of self-preservation.
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      I yelped before the creature poked its face out of Ms. Upton's bag.

      A black cat stared back at us before it half-closed its eyes and gazed past me, somehow communicating its irritation without so much as a meow.

      Roxanne laughed so hard that she covered her mouth, while Danielle Upton said, "Well, I couldn't leave Lovey at home."

      "We don't allow animals in the hospital, ma'am," Varina told her.

      "Who else would take care of her while I'm stuck in the emergency department?" Ms. Upton blinked, her yellow-green eyes so intense that they looked like contact lenses. "The wait time will drag out even longer if you call the police. No, Lovey has to stay right here."

      "Does Lovey have its shots?" I asked.  Dragging out the debate reminded me of the province's endless anglo/francophone political wrangling, for which Quebec had become infamous.

      "Of course she does. She wouldn't hurt a fly."

      "Aww, no, she wouldn't, would she?" Roxanne cooed, already petting Lovey while the cat twitched her ears away. Even I smiled. Lovey and Roxanne looked like a grumpy-sunshine romance between a cat and a woman. Could be a bestseller.

      Roxanne sighed and gave one last head scratch. "We can't have animals here, though. It's not safe for the patients with allergies. You'll have to call someone to come get her."

      Clucking in irritation, Ms. Upton began to scroll through her phone.

      Varina chuckled and pointed at the gaming console. "I've heard of gamer grannies, but you're the first one I've seen at St. Joe's."

      "You should meet my guild." Ms. Upton tapped on a contact name in her phone.

      "No weapons?" I asked Varina, who remembered her duty and turned the bag upside down. I thought of my ex, Ryan, whose World of Warcraft guild had been called Blood, Bath, and Beyond.





OEBPS/images/qrcode-myicom-300-dpi.jpg





OEBPS/images/windtree-logocolor-appropriate.jpg
Winditree

Press





OEBPS/images/dfw-myi-dst3-cover-ebook.jpg
'K&g&k&‘v@nsbmtm&m;ﬂﬁm rfxﬁmw
I and doesn't fet go until the last page.”

— MARIE STILL), BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF
MY DARLINGS AND BAD THINGS HAPPENED IN THIS ROOM

MELI

DERRINGER AW RDw






