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Prologue


She should have been dead. After everything he had put her through, she should have died hours before. There had been many moments during the ordeal when she wished she would die, when she wished he would just end the unimaginable suffering he was inflicting on her.


He had done things to her she could never have imagined, would never have wanted to know one human being could be capable of doing to another. He had abused her physically, sexually, and psychologically. He had abducted her, beaten her, tortured her, raped her. Hour after hour after hour.


She didn’t really know how much time had passed. Hours? Days? A week? The concept of time had ceased to have any meaning.


She had tried to resist physically, but she had learned resistance was rewarded only with pain. The pain had surpassed anything in her most terrible nightmares. It had surpassed adjectives and gone into a realm of blinding white light and high-pitched sound. Eventually, she had ceased to fight and had found that in seemingly giving up her life, she was able to keep her life.


Where there is life, there is hope.


She couldn’t remember where she had heard that. Somewhere, long ago. Childhood.


At one point during the attack she had called for her mother, for her father. She had been overwhelmed with the kind of pure fear and helplessness that stripped away maturity and logic and self-control, reducing her to a screaming mass of raw emotion. Now she couldn’t remember ever being a child. She couldn’t remember having parents. She could remember only the sharp pain of a knife carving into her flesh, the explosion of pain as a hammer struck her.


She had tried to resist the overwhelming desire to break down mentally, to give herself over and drown in the depths of hopelessness. It would have been so much easier to just let go. But he hadn’t killed her. Yet. And she wouldn’t do the job for him. She continued to choose life.


Where there is life, there is hope.


The words floated through her fractured mind like a ribbon of smoke as she lay on the floor of the van.


Her tormentor was driving. She lay directly behind his seat. He was happily singing along with the radio, as if he didn’t have a care in the world, as if there wasn’t a beaten, bloody, half-dead woman in the back of his van.


She was more alive than he knew. In giving up fighting, she had reserved strength. In giving up fighting, she had stopped him short of rendering her completely incapacitated. She could still move, though there was something wrong with her coordination and every effort set off nauseating explosions of pain. Her head was pounding. It felt like her brain might burst out of her skull—or maybe it already had.


She faded in and out of consciousness, but she could still form thoughts. Many were incomplete or incoherent, but then she would muster as much will and focus as she could, and something would make sense for a second or two.


The cold floor beneath her was numbing some of the pain that wracked her body. The blanket he had thrown over her to hide her offered a cocoon, a place to be invisible. Her wrists were only loosely bound together in front of her with a long, wide red ribbon. He had positioned her with her elbows bent, her hands tucked beneath her chin as if in prayer.


Prayer. She had prayed and prayed and prayed, but no one had come to save her.


He had all the power, all the control. He had killed before, many times, and gotten away with it. He believed he was invincible. He believed he was a genius. He believed he was an artist.


He said she was to be his masterpiece.


She didn’t know what that meant. She didn’t want to find out.


The van hit a pothole in the road, jarring and rocking. She wanted to brace herself, to lessen the movement of her broken body, but the ribbon tied around her wrists prevented her. She strained against it for a few seconds, then stopped trying. The effort made her nauseous. As she rode the wave of the nausea, nonsensical words and images tumbled through her battered brain like the colored glass pieces in a kaleidoscope. As her consciousness dimmed, the glass shards of thought settled in a heap in her mind. The seductive voice of death whispered to her. She could just let go. She could go before she found out what he had in store. It would be so much easier.


The tension started to seep out of her body. Her hands relaxed … and she felt the satin ribbon loosen around her wrists. … She put her concentration to the task of working a hand free.


Where there is life, there is hope. Where there is life, there is hope …


“You’re gonna be a star, Dana,” he called back to her. “That’s what you always wanted, right? Network news. Your face on televisions all across America? You’ll have that now, thanks to me. It won’t be the way you imagined it, but you’re gonna be famous.”


He cursed as the van hit another deep pothole. Dana’s body bounced painfully on the van’s floor. The pain rolled through her like a violent wave. She turned to her left side, curling into the fetal position, and tried not to cry out, not to make a sound, not to call attention to herself.


Next to her, the collection of tools he had brought along bounced and rattled in their open tote. Not considering her any threat to him at all in her semiconscious, beaten, broken state, he hadn’t bothered to put the tote out of reach. His ego allowed him to disregard her. She was little more than an inanimate object to him now. Her purpose was as a prop to prove his point: that he was smarter than any of the many law enforcement officers who were looking for him.


They had offended him, crediting him with a murder that was sloppy; a careless crime, supposedly his ninth victim. He would show them his true ninth victim. He would present her to them as a work of art, tied up with a bright red ribbon.


He was a serial killer. The police and the media called him Doc Holiday. These were facts Dana had known before he had abducted her. She didn’t fully grasp any of the details now. The story had been boiled down to this: He was a predator and she was prey. And if she couldn’t pull herself together and make one valiant effort, she would soon be dead.


She had to do something.


She had to summon as much will and life as she had left. She had to form a coherent thought and be able to hang on to it for just a moment. She had to fight through the pain to find the physical strength to execute that thought.


It all seemed so hard. But she wanted to live. The fire of life had burned down to an ember inside her, but she wouldn’t let it go out without a fight.


Her brain ached at the effort to form and hold the thought.


Her body protested and resisted the signals to move.


Under the blanket, her right hand trembled uncontrollably as she reached toward the tote.


In the front seat, he was still talking out loud. He was a genius. He was an artist. She would be his masterpiece. The media wanted to credit him with a victim who looked like a zombie? He would give them a zombie.


Dana pulled her legs up toward her chest and shifted her weight, turning onto her knees.


Where there is life, there is hope.


Her head swam; her thoughts tumbled. She had to fight so hard to stay in the moment.


She would have only one chance.


He laughed at his own joke. He glanced in the rearview mirror as if to see if she had heard him.


His smile died as his eyes met the eyes of his zombie.


With all the strength she had left in her body, Dana swung her arm and buried the screwdriver to the hilt in his temple.


Then everything went black, and she was falling and falling and falling into a darkness that swallowed her whole.
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She woke screaming. Screaming and screaming and screaming. Loud, long, terrible screams that tore up her throat from the depths of her soul.


She didn’t know why she was screaming. There was no emotion attached to it, not pain, not fear. She seemed completely detached from the noise coming out of her.


She had no awareness of her body. It was as if the essence of her being had taken up residence inside an empty shell. She couldn’t feel. She couldn’t move. She couldn’t see. She didn’t know if her eyes were open or closed or gone.


She could hear the commotion of people rushing around her. She didn’t know who they were. She didn’t know where she was or why she was there. The people were shouting. She couldn’t really understand what they were saying. Only one frantic voice penetrated as it shouted: Dana! Dana! Dana!


The word meant nothing to her. It was just a sound.


Like the screams coming from her own throat, these words were just sounds. She continued to scream and scream and scream.


Then a sinuous sensation of warmth spread through her, and the screaming stopped, and she ceased to be aware of anything at all.


“I KNOW THIS WAS upsetting for you, Mommy.”


Lynda Mercer was still shaken and shocked by the sound of her daughter’s screams, screams that had come from Dana’s unconscious body lying perfectly still on the bed.


Dr. Rutten motioned for her to take one of the two seats in front of his desk. He took the other, choosing not to put a professional distance between them.


In his midfifties, Rutten was Dutch, fit, and bald, with large, kind, liquid brown eyes. It was his habit to be close when he spoke to the anxious parents and spouses of patients, to reach out and touch with a large, reassuring hand. While the tactic could have seemed a phony, contrived intimacy, his kindness was genuine and very much appreciated. He was a rock for his patients and their families. He took her hand and gave it a squeeze.


“After all the years I’ve spent studying the human brain, and with all the technology we’ve developed to help us in our study of the human brain, the one thing I can tell you with certainty is that there is no certainty with a brain injury,” he said.


“We can define the specific type of injury Dana has sustained. Based on our experience, we can attempt to predict some of the effects the injury might produce, some of the changes we might see in her personality, in her memory, in possible physical impairments. But there are no hard-and-fast rules about how her brain will react to the trauma.”


“She was screaming and screaming,” Lynda murmured, her trembling voice barely more than a whisper. “Was she in pain? Was she having a nightmare? All the machines were going crazy.”


She could still hear her daughter’s screams. She could still hear the shrill beeping and shrieking of the alarms on the monitors. Dana’s heart rate had gone from a normal rhythm to a pounding pace. They had recently taken her off the ventilator, and she gulped air like a fish out of water.


“The screaming is extremely disconcerting to hear, but not an uncommon occurrence for people with brain injuries at this stage of their recovery as they begin to climb their way out of their unconscious state,” Rutten assured her. “Sometimes they moan or cry hysterically. Sometimes they scream.


“Why does this happen? We believe this is caused by a misfiring of signals within the midbrain as it tries to cope and reroute itself. Neurons are firing, but the impulses are landing in strange places. Also, there can be heightened fight-or-flight responses caused by external or internal stressors, resulting in panic or combativeness.”


“People scream when they’re in pain,” Lynda murmured.


Regardless of the neurologist’s explanation, she couldn’t escape the idea that her daughter was locked in a deep, unending nightmare, reliving the things a monster had done to her. Not just the skull fracture that had led to brain surgery to remove bone fragments, but also facial fractures, broken fingers, broken ribs, a fractured kneecap. Contusions and abrasions colored her body and her face. The killer the press called Doc Holiday had literally carved into her flesh with a knife.


Imagined scenes from the nightmare flashed through Lynda’s mind like clips from a horror movie. Ligature marks burned into Dana’s wrists and ankles indicated she had been tied down. She had been tortured. She had been raped.


“We immediately upped the amount of pain medication Dana is receiving,” Rutten said. “Just in case some of that was the result of pain, but that may not be the case at all.”


“I shouldn’t have left her,” Lynda whispered, a wave of mother’s guilt washing over her.


She had left Dana’s room for just a moment, needing to stretch her legs. Just a walk to the end of the hall, to the family lounge to get a cup of coffee. As she walked back, the first scream split the air and pierced her heart.


She had dropped the coffee and run to the room, flinging herself into the melee of scurrying hospital staff. She had shouted her daughter’s name over and over—Dana! Dana! Dana!—until someone had taken hold of her shoulders from behind and pulled her out of the way.


Dr. Rutten squeezed her hand again, pulling her out of the memory to focus once more on him. The corners of his mouth curved subtly in the gentlest smile of understanding and commiseration.


“I’m a father myself. I have two daughters. I know how it tears at a parent’s heart to think their child is suffering.”


“She suffered so much already,” she said. “All the things that animal did to her …”


Dr. Rutten frowned. “If it gives you any comfort, she probably won’t have any memory of what happened to her.”


“I hope not,” Lynda said. If there were a God, Dana would remember nothing of her ordeal. But then, if there were a God, none of this should have happened at all.


“Will it happen again?” she asked. “The screaming?”


“It might. Or it might not. She could drift in and out like this for a long time, or she may become fully conscious tomorrow. She has been saying words these last few days. She’s been responsive to vocal commands. These are positive signs, but every brain is different.


“The kinds of injuries Dana sustained can mean she may have difficulty organizing her thoughts or performing routine tasks. She may become impulsive, have trouble controlling her emotions or empathizing with other people. She may have difficulty speaking, or she may speak perfectly but not always be able to grab the right words from her brain.


“Damage to the temporal lobe of the brain may affect her memory, but how much? I can’t tell you. She may have no memory of what happened to her. She may have no memory of the last ten years. She may not recognize her friends. She may not recognize herself. You may not recognize her,” he said, unable to hide his sadness at a truth he had seen again and again.


“She’s my daughter,” Lynda said, offended. “She’s my child. Of course I’ll recognize her.”


“Physically, yes, but she will never be exactly the girl you’ve known all her life,” he said gently. “One thing I know is true in every case: The person you love will be changed from this, and that will be the hardest thing of all to accept.


“In a way, the daughter you had is gone. Even though she may look the same, she will behave differently, look at the world differently. But she is still your daughter, and you will still love her.


“You will have ahead of you a long and difficult road,” he said. “But you will go down it together.”


“But she’ll get better,” Lynda said, as if phrasing it as a statement instead of a question would make it so.


Dr. Rutten sighed. “We can’t know how much. Every case is its own journey. This journey will be like driving at night. You can only see as far as the headlights reach, but you can make it the whole way nevertheless.


“You have to stay strong, Mommy,” he said, giving her hand another squeeze. “You have to stay focused on what’s positive.”


Lynda almost laughed at the absurdity of his statement. “Positive,” she said, staring at the floor.


The doctor hooked a knuckle under her chin and raised her head so she had to look him in the eye. “She shouldn’t be alive. She survived a killer who had murdered who knows how many young women. She survived a car crash that could have killed her. She survived her injuries. She survived brain surgery. She’s fighting her way back to consciousness.


“She should be dead and she’s not. She’s going to wake up. She’s going to live. That’s a lot more than I get to tell many parents.”


THE WEIGHT OF HIS words pressed down on Lynda as she wandered the halls of the hospital. She needed to find a way to be positive. Dana would need that from her when she finally rejoined the world and they began her journey to recovery. But it was all uncharted territory, and thinking about the enormity of it was daunting.


She felt so tired and so alone, dealing with all of this in a strange, cold city where she knew no one. Her husband planned to come from Indiana on Fridays and go back Sunday nights. But even if Roger came to Minneapolis on the weekends, there was a part of Lynda that felt like he wasn’t fully in this with her. Dana was her daughter, not Roger’s. While Dana and Roger had always gotten along, they weren’t close in the way Dana had been with her father before his death when Dana was fourteen.


Dana’s coworkers from the television station came by but were allowed only short visits. The doctor wanted Dana to rest most of the time, to keep stimulation to a minimum to allow her brain time to heal. Her producer and mentor, Roxanne Volkman, brought a box of items from Dana’s apartment so she could have some familiar things in her room—a perfume she loved, her iPod, a soft blue throw from her sofa, a couple of photographs.


Dana had been working at the station for only nine months. But even in that short time she had made a positive impression, the producer had told Lynda. Everyone appreciated Dana’s sunny smile and go-getter attitude, but none of them knew her well enough to be much more than acquaintances.


The lead detectives assigned to Dana’s case had come by to check on her progress. They would eventually want to speak to her, to find out if she could shed any light on the case. Even though the perpetrator was dead, there were still many questions left unanswered. Had Dana heard anything, seen anything, that might implicate the killer in other cases? According to Dr. Rutten, they would probably never find out.


The female detective—Liska—was a mother too. She brought Starbucks and cookies and lists of support groups for victims of crime and their families. They talked about the stresses and the joys of raising children. She asked Lynda what Dana had been like as a little girl, as a teenager. Lynda suspected that line of questioning was just a way to get her mind off the difficult present with stories of happier times.


The male detective—Kovac—didn’t have as much to say. He was older, gruffer, and had probably seen more terrible things in his career than Lynda would ever want to imagine. There was a worldweariness about him, a certain sadness in his eyes when he looked at Dana. And there was an awkward kindness in him that Lynda found endearing.


In the aftermath of the crime there had been some public criticism of the police for not finding Dana or the killer sooner. Lynda didn’t engage in it.


The local and national media had been all over the case as soon as it was known that Dana was missing. It was a sensational story: the pretty fledgling on-air television newscaster abducted by a serial killer. It was an even bigger story when she was found alive—if barely—and her captor was found dead. As far as anyone knew, she was his only living victim. They all believed she would have an incredible story to tell when she finally came to. They hadn’t considered that she might not remember any of it. Lynda hoped she wouldn’t.


Finally making her way back to Dana’s room, she had no idea of the time of day or how many hours had passed since the screaming incident. As she went into the room she was surprised to see that the world beyond the window was already growing dim, as night seeped across the frigid Minnesota landscape. Darkness came early here this time of year. The pale, distant sun was gone by late afternoon.


The screens of the machines monitoring Dana’s vital signs glowed in the dimly lit room, chirping and beeping to themselves. She appeared to be sleeping peacefully.


Lynda stood beside the bed, watching her daughter’s chest rise and fall slowly. Her face was unrecognizable, swollen and misshapen, with centipede lines of stitches. Her head was bald beneath swathed gauze and the helmet that protected her in the event of a fall. Her right eye was covered with a thick gauze patch. The orbital bone and cheekbone had been shattered. The left eye was swollen nearly shut, and the black and blue seeped down into her cheek like a spreading stain.


Dana had always been a pretty girl. As a child she had been a pixie with blond pigtails and big royal-blue eyes full of wonder. She had grown into a lovely young woman with a heart-shaped face and delicate features loved by the camera. Her personality had accompanied her looks perfectly: sweet and optimistic, open and friendly. She had always been inquisitive, always wanting to dig to the bottom of every story, to research the details of anything new and unfamiliar.


Her curiosity had helped to shape her goals and had eventually led her to her career. Armed with a degree in communications, she had worked her way into broadcast news. She had only recently landed her first big job in front of the camera as a newscaster on the early-morning show of a small, independent Minneapolis station. She had been so excited to have the job, not caring at all that she had to leave her apartment at three A.M. to go on the air at four.


Lynda had worried about her going out alone at that hour. Minneapolis was a big city. Bad things happened in big cities all the time. Dana had pooh-poohed the idea that she could be put in jeopardy going from her apartment building the few dozen yards to her car in the parking lot. She argued that she lived in a very safe neighborhood, that the parking lot was well lit.


She had been abducted from that parking lot on the fourth of January, taken right out from under the false security of the light. No one had seen or heard anything.


Lynda had come to Minneapolis as soon as she heard of Dana’s possible abduction. But she hadn’t been able to see her daughter until she was brought to the ICU after the surgery, a tube coming out of her shaved head, attached to a machine to monitor brain pressure. Tubes seemed to come from every part of her, connecting to an IV bag and a bag of blood. A catheter line drained urine from her bladder to a bag on the side of the bed. The ventilator was breathing for her, taking one vital task away from her swollen brain.


Now the ventilator was gone. Dana was breathing on her own. The pressure monitor had been removed from her skull. She was still unconscious, but closer to the surface than she had been.


It had been eerie to watch her these last few days as her mind floated in some kind of dark limbo. She had begun to move her arms and legs, sometimes violently, to the point that she had to be restrained. And yet she wasn’t awake. She responded to commands to squeeze the hand of the doctor, of the nurse, of her mother. But she wasn’t awake. She spoke words that suggested she was aware of the physical world—hot, cold, hard, soft. She answered when asked who she was—Dana. But she didn’t seem to recognize the voices of people she knew, some she had known for years, if not her whole life.


The physical therapist came every morning to prop Dana up in the chair beside the bed because movement was good for her. She would sit in the chair moving her arms and legs randomly, as if she were a marionette, her invisible strings being manipulated by an unseen hand.


But she had yet to open her eyes.


She stirred now, moving one arm, batting at Lynda. Her right leg bent at the knee, then pushed down again and again in a stomping motion. The rhythm of the heart monitor picked up.


“Dana, sweetheart, it’s Mom. It’s all right,” Lynda said, trying to touch her daughter’s shoulder. Dana whimpered and tried to wrench away. “It’s okay, honey. You’re safe now. Everything is going to be fine.”


Agitated, Dana mumbled and thrashed and clawed with her left hand at her neck brace, tearing it off and flinging it aside. She hated the brace. She fussed and fought every time someone tried to put it on her. She tore it off every chance she had.


“Dana, calm down. You need to calm down.”


“No, no, no, no, no, no! No! No!”


Lynda could feel her own heart rate and blood pressure rising. She tried again to touch her daughter’s flailing arm.


“No! No! No! No!”


One of the night-shift nurses came into the room, a small, stout woman with a shorn hedge of maroon hair. “She has a lot to say today,” she said cheerfully, checking the monitors. “I heard she was pretty loud this afternoon.”


Lynda stepped back out of her way as she moved efficiently around the bed. “It’s so unnerving.”


“I know it is, but the more she says, the more she moves, the closer she is to waking up. And that’s a good thing.” She turned her attention to Dana. “Dana, you have to rein it in. You’re getting too wild and crazy here. We can’t have you thrashing around.”


She tried to push Dana’s arm gently downward to restrain her wrist. Dana flailed harder, striking the nurse in the chest with a loose fist, then grabbing at her scrub top. She rolled to her left side and tried to throw her right leg over the bed railing.


Lynda stepped closer. “Please don’t restrain her. It only upsets her more.”


“We can’t have her throw herself out of bed.”


“Dana,” Lynda said, leaning down, putting her hand gently on her daughter’s shoulder. “Dana, it’s all right. You’re all right. You have to quiet down, sweetheart.”


“No, no, no, no,” Dana responded, but with a softer voice. She was running out of steam, the brief burst of adrenaline waning.


Lynda leaned closer still and began to sing softly the song she had rocked her daughter to sleep with from the time she was a baby. “Blackbird singing in the dead of night. Take these broken wings and learn to fly …”


The words touched her in a very different way than they had all those years ago. The song took on a very different meaning. Dana was the broken bird. She would have to learn to fly all over again. She would have to rise from tragedy, and Lynda was the one waiting for that moment to arrive.


Tears rose in her eyes. Her voice trembled as she sang. She touched Dana’s swollen cheek in a place that wasn’t black-and-blue. She touched the pad of her thumb ever so softly to her daughter’s lips.


Dana let go a sigh and stilled. Slowly her left eye opened—just a slit, just enough that Lynda could see the blue. She was afraid to move, afraid to take a breath lest she break the spell. Her heart was pounding.


“Welcome back, sweetheart,” she murmured.


The blue eye blinked slowly in a sea of blood red where the white should have been. Then Dana drew a breath and spoke three words that shattered her mother’s heart like a piece of blown glass thrown to the floor.


“Who … are … you?”
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Pieces of cheap jewelry. Locks of hair bound with tiny rubber bands. Human teeth. Fingernail clippings painted in confetti colors.


Nikki Liska looked through the photographs of the suspicious items found in the home and vehicles of Frank Fitzgerald—aka Frank Fitzpatrick, Gerald Fitzgerald, Gerald Fitzpatrick, Frank Gerald, Gerald Franks, and a couple of other names, according to the driver’s licenses and credit cards they had found. The cops called him Doc Holiday.


Law enforcement agencies had attached him to nine victims in various states in the Midwest, four in the metro area alone. The supposed trophies from his victims indicated the victim count could be much higher. He had traveled the highways in a box truck for years, collecting antiques and junk for resale and kidnapping young women. He took them in one city, tortured them for days, and dumped their bodies in another state, another jurisdiction, complicating any investigation.


He had been too good at getting away with his crimes for law enforcement to believe murder was new to him. Men in their forties didn’t wake up one day as sexual sadists and start killing women. The seeds for that behavior were planted early on, were nurtured and festered for years. Aberrant behavior began small—porn, window peeping, panty sniffing—and escalated over the years. The first kill usually happened in the man’s twenties or early thirties. Doc Holiday had been thirty-eight when Dana Nolan buried a screwdriver through his temple and into his brain.


The items in the photographs were almost certainly trophies, remembrances of the kill. Something he could hold and look at and relive the crime. Sick bastard.


Nikki stared at the picture of the nail clippings—some long, some short, some acrylic, some with what looked like the dried remains of blood on the underside.


“That’s just disgustingly weird,” she said.


“Hmm?” Kovac asked, pulling his attention away from the wall-mounted television where the travel channel was beckoning viewers to explore winter in Sweden. No one else in the hospital lounge was paying any attention.


“We live in Minnesota,” Nikki said, looking up at the screen. “Why the hell would we go to Sweden in the winter?”


“They have a hotel made entirely of ice,” Kovac said. “Even the beds are made of ice.”


“That’s not a selling point for me.”


“What are you looking at?”


“The nail clippings. That’s so creepy.”


“Doesn’t beat suncatchers made of tattooed human skin.”


They had seen that once, too. The killer had cut the victims’ tattoos off their bodies and stretched the hide on little hoops to dry, then hung them in a window in his home.


“True,” Nikki conceded. “But still.”


“The teeth creep me out,” Kovac said. “Sick fuck. I hope the lab can pull DNA out of them.”


Kovac always looked like he hadn’t slept in a night or two—a little rumpled, a little bleary-eyed. Harrison Ford after a three-day bender. His salt-and-pepper hair was thick and stood up like the pelt of a bear. He had ten years and half a lifetime of homicides on her.


“You think we’ll ever know how many girls he really killed?” she asked.


He shook his head. “No. But maybe we’ll get to identify a few more.”


Like that was a good thing, Nikki thought, being able to call more parents and tell them their daughters weren’t missing anymore because they had been abducted, tortured, raped, and murdered by a serial killer. How many times had she imagined what it would be like to be the parent on the receiving end of a call like that? Every case. Every single case.


She thought of her boys: Kyle, fifteen, and R.J., thirteen. She loved them so much she sometimes thought the enormity of that emotion would make her explode because she couldn’t possibly contain it all within her. She was barely five feet five, but her love for her sons was the size of Montana and as strong as titanium. She would have taken on an army for them.


What if she answered the phone one day and the voice at the other end told her someone had beaten and strangled R.J. to death? She thought of Jeanne Reiser, the mother of their first Doc Holiday victim. Her grief and her pain had seemed to cut through time and space to reach all the way from Kansas like a lightning bolt over the phone lines.


What if someone called to tell her Kyle was in the hospital, clinging to life, the only known surviving victim of a sexual sadist? Nikki had been the first to speak to Dana Nolan’s mother, Lynda Mercer. The split-second shocked silence on the other end of the line had seemed to Nikki as if the news had struck Lynda Mercer as hard as the hammer blow that had fractured her daughter’s skull.


“If something like this ever happened to one of my boys …,” she said, shaking her head at the violent images that ran through it.


“I wouldn’t want to be the guy who did it,” Kovac said impassively.


She gave him a serious look. “I’d fucking kill him, Sam. You know I would. I’d kill him with my bare hands.”


Kovac shrugged, his expression not changing at all. “I’ll hold him down. You kick him.”


“I wouldn’t do it quick, either,” she went on. “I’d beat every inch of his body with a steel rod, and slowly, slowly let his muscles break down from the lactic acid, and let his internal organs digest themselves in pancreatic fluid.”


“Saw on him with a steak knife while you’re waiting,” he suggested. “And pour salt in the wounds.”


“Fresh-ground sea salt,” she said, glancing at a somber family having a quiet discussion at a table on the other side of the room. “Bigger granules take longer to dissolve and cut into raw tissue like ground glass.”


Kovac raised an eyebrow. “You’re perfecting this fantasy.”


“Damn right,” she said. “Someone messes with my kids, I’m going fifty shades of crazy all over them. And no one would ever find a trace of the perp. Not so much as a pubic hair.”


“Fifty-five-gallon drum and forty gallons of sulfuric acid,” Kovac suggested, using the remote control to scroll through the on-screen TV guide. “Mix the acid with concentrated hydrogen peroxide and make that piranha solution the ME told us about. That shit will dissolve anything.


“Do it at his house,” he added matter-of-factly. “Seal the drum and leave it in the farthest corner of the basement. It could sit there for thirty years. No one would ever want to bother moving it.”


They had probably had this conversation a couple of hundred times over the course of their partnership.


Nikki sighed and got up and wandered to the coffee machine. She was tired. She was tired of thinking terrible thoughts, but given what they had been working on since New Year’s Eve, terrible thoughts were the norm. The abduction of Dana Nolan. The hunt for Doc Holiday. The gruesome murder of one of Kyle’s school friends. And then, the discovery of Dana Nolan and the captor she had killed.


Nikki would never forget the sight of the once-perky young newscaster as the paramedics went to load her into the bus. She was unrecognizable, her face battered, cut, bloody, and grotesquely swollen. Her would-be killer had drawn a huge red smile around her mouth, making her look like an evil clown from a macabre nightmare. A red ribbon fluttered from her mangled left hand. Drifting in and out of consciousness, she had babbled over and over, “I’m his masterpiece.”


Nikki checked her watch as the coffeemaker sputtered and spewed more fuel into her cup. They had been waiting for nearly an hour. An hour and three weeks since Dana had been rushed to the hospital. It seemed like a year ago—and it seemed like she had been working every hour of that year. She was exhausted. She wanted to go home and hug her kids, put on sweatpants and a big old sweater, curl up on the couch with them, and watch some silly blow-’em-up boy movie.


“Let’s step out,” Kovac murmured, throwing his cup in the garbage. He tilted his head toward the family across the room. A doctor with a too-serious expression had joined them at the table and was speaking to them too softly for the news to be good. The mother of the family started to cry. Her husband put his arm around her and whispered something in her ear.


Nikki nodded. She slung her bag over her shoulder, took her coffee, and followed her partner into the hall.


A large window looked out onto the dim world of winter’s dusk: the darkening ash-gray sky, bare trees, dirty snow, wet street lined with slush. A restaurant across the street far below them beckoned the hospital’s weary, hungry, emotionally raw refugees with a red neon light: COMFORT FOOD CAFÉ.


Nikki set her coffee cup on the sill and crossed her arms against the chill coming off the glass, thinking, I need to change my life. I can’t stand all the bad anymore. She and Kovac dealt every day in death and depravity. Even now, though they were here to see a victim who had survived, the experience would not be a happy one. Dana Nolan would not be who she had been before her abduction. She wouldn’t look the same. Her injuries were devastating and disfiguring. No one could say with any certainty how debilitating—or how permanent—the brain damage would be. And psychologically, Dana Nolan was broken in a way doctors couldn’t fix.


Nikki turned her back to the window and looked up at Sam, who stayed facing the gloom.


“You know she’s not going to remember anything,” she said. “Even if she can, why would she want to?”


“We have to try,” Kovac said. “Rutten said there’s no way to know exactly what she’ll remember and what she won’t. Maybe something in one of these pictures will strike a chord. Maybe the only thing she’ll remember is Fitzgerald telling her the names of his other victims.


“If you had a daughter missing, you’d want the cops to ask her,” he said. “You’d beg Lynda Mercer to let you talk to Dana. There are families out there who need to know what happened to their girls.”


“I know. You’re right. If I was the mother of a missing girl, I’d do anything to find out what happened,” Nikki said. “But if I was the mother of a daughter who had been tortured and brutalized and nearly killed, I’d do whatever I could to protect her.”


“Dana is the lucky one,” Sam said. “As fucked-up as that may be.”


“That’s about as fucked-up as it gets.”


He studied her face for a moment. He knew her as well as anyone. Better.


“Look, I’d send you home to the boys and do this myself. But there’s a good chance she isn’t going to want anything to do with a man.”


“It’s okay,” Nikki said, dodging his eyes. “I’m fine.”


Kovac drew a long breath and let go a longer sigh.


He knew what she was thinking, and he knew why. After all these years, she was going to transfer out of Homicide. They had already had the discussion … over and over. She needed better hours and more time with the boys. She loved her job. She was good at her job. But her first job was to raise her sons. She knew too well that the time for that could be gone in a heartbeat.


“We need to do this soon,” Kovac said. “Before she ships off to rehab in Indiana.”


Although Dana had regained consciousness two weeks past and was reportedly doing well in relation to the things that had happened to her, Lynda Mercer had put them off again and again. Dana wasn’t well enough to see anyone. Dana couldn’t remain conscious or couldn’t focus long enough to be asked questions. Communicating was exhausting for her. All of which was probably true, but excuses nonetheless.


It had been Nikki’s job to crack the ice with Lynda, to impress upon her the necessity of their talking to Dana. Feeling like a traitor to the motherhood union, she had downplayed what they would be asking of Dana. All they wanted was for her to look at some snapshots of objects, see if she recognized any of them. What they really wanted was for that recognition to lead to a memory made during a traumatic event.


“Let’s go check at the nurses’ station,” Kovac said. “If they’re not ready for us by now, we’ll come back in the morning.”


“You’re just trolling for a date,” Nikki chided, bumping her partner with an elbow as they started down the hall, giving him a wry smile, trying to lighten the mood—hers as much as his.


“I’ve sworn off nurses,” he growled. “They know too many ways to inflict pain.”


DANA NOLAN WAS SITTING in a chair next to her hospital bed when they walked into the room, wearing a hospital gown and a hockey helmet. This was the first time Nikki had seen her conscious since the night they had found her near the Loring Park sculpture garden, her captor’s van crashed into a light pole. Nikki had kept in touch with Dana’s mother, stopping in at the hospital every few days to check on Dana’s progress and to offer Lynda Mercer a little kindness from one mother to another.


Nikki had dealt before with victims who had suffered brain injuries. The process from coma to consciousness was arduous and unpredictable. Patients came up from the depths like deep-sea divers—slowly, stalling now and again to adjust to the new pressure. They could remain submerged just below the surface, near enough to see but not to communicate, or they could bob in and out, for days or weeks, responding to stimuli, even speaking, but not fully waking up.


In the movies, the heroine always awoke from a coma as if from a wonderful long nap, with bright eyes and rosy cheeks and a full head of beautifully brushed long tresses. And the worst trauma she faced was deciding whether or not Channing Tatum was really her husband. Dana had a much longer road ahead of her.


Some of the swelling had finally left her face, but she looked nothing like the pretty young woman who had greeted the early-rising residents of the Twin Cities on the first local newscast of the day. Bandages still swathed her skull, and a patch covered her right eye. The bruising in her face had faded from black to blue to a red-purple surrounded by a sickly shade of yellow. The cheekbone on the right side of her face appeared to be sinking. The right corner of her mouth drooped downward in a constant frown. Stitches marred her face like train tracks on a map.


“Sorry we kept you waiting,” Lynda Mercer said, mustering a brittle smile.


She fussed with the thin white blanket covering her daughter’s lap and legs, tucking it in around her, her movements quick and nervous. A pretty, petite woman in her late forties, she seemed to have aged years since she had arrived in Minneapolis the day of her daughter’s abduction. She had lost weight. Her hair was dull, her face drawn, her skin sallow. Her blue eyes had a haunted quality Nikki could only imagine had come not only from worry for her daughter’s recovery, but also from the inevitable thoughts of what had been done to her child. And now she and Kovac would ask to open the door on Dana’s memory of that torture.


“Dana was pretty tired after her speech therapy this afternoon,” Lynda said. “Weren’t you, sweetheart?”


“Mom … don’t.” Dana tried to push her mother’s hands away. Her movements were slow and as awkward as a drunk’s. She fixed her one good eye on Nikki.


“Dana, this is Detective Liska,” Lynda said. “Remember I told you she would be coming to see you? To talk about your accident.”


Nikki traded a quick look with Sam. Accident? She stepped a little closer while Sam hung back.


“No,” Dana said.


“Hi, Dana. It’s good to see you awake. How are you feeling?”


The young woman looked at her with suspicion. “I don’t … think you. Think?” Her eye narrowed as she searched for the word she wanted. “I don’t …”


“Know,” Lynda said.


Dana frowned. “I don’t know you.”


Her speech was labored and slightly slurred, as if pulled down and held back by the drooping corner of her mouth.


“Dana gets frustrated with her speech deficiencies, but Dr. Rutten says this type of aphasia is normal for someone with a brain injury,” Lynda chattered. She couldn’t seem to be still. She moved around like a sparrow darting from one branch to another.


“He said the brain is like a filing cabinet. And Dana’s has been turned upside down and all the files have fallen out on the floor. It’s hard for her to find the right file or to know what files should go where,” she explained. “Sometimes she can’t find the right word, but she can find a word close to what she means. Anomia, the speech therapist calls it.”


“That has to be tough,” Nikki said. “Especially for someone who uses words for a living.”


“She’s always been so articulate,” Lynda said. “She won speech competitions in school. She was on the—”


“Don’t talk … a-bout me,” Dana said firmly, “l-ike I’m not where.”


“Here,” Lynda corrected.


“I’m sorry, Dana,” Nikki said, taking a seat across from her. “I’m here to talk to you, not about you. Me and my partner, Sam.”


The girl looked past Nikki’s shoulder, squinting at Sam.


“Hi, Dana,” he said. “Is it all right with you if I come in and sit down?”


She didn’t answer right away.


“It’s all right, sweetheart,” Lynda said as she pulled up another chair. “Policemen are good.”


Dana sighed impatiently. “I’m not a little … killed? K-illed?” She didn’t like the word, though she seemed not to understand why. Her respiration picked up. Her right hand squeezed and released on the arm of her chair. “Not killed. No. No.”


“Child,” Lynda supplied.


“K-Kid,” Dana said, scowling. “I’m not a … lit-tle kid. Stop treat-ting me like it.”


Lynda’s eyes filled with tears. The tip of her nose turned red. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I’m only trying to help.”


Dana pounded her hand down on the arm of her chair. “Stop! Stop it!”


“Please calm down,” Lynda pleaded.


“I’m not … stu—stu-por. Stu … pid. I’m … not stupid!”


Lynda knelt down at her daughter’s feet to beg forgiveness. “No, of course not, Dana. I don’t think you’re stupid. Please calm down. You don’t need to get upset.”


Dana clenched and unclenched her right hand. She was breathing hard and turning red beneath the bruises.


“I’ve watched you on television, Dana,” Sam said, taking a seat, distracting her.


“I … don’t know … wh-why,” Dana said flatly.


“She’s having a little trouble with her memory,” Lynda said, stating the obvious. She hovered and fussed around her daughter like a new mother whose baby was just learning to walk. She wanted to catch every fall, to spare her child failure or injury.


“That’s okay,” Sam said to Dana. “You don’t need to think about that right now.”


“No. N-ot,” Dana said, moving her head slightly left and right, hindered by the brace around her neck. Still agitated, she pushed her blanket off onto the floor. “Not o-kay. It’s not o-kay.”


“It’ll all come back to you, sweetheart,” Lynda said, picking up the blanket. “It’s just going to take some time.”


Her false cheer was almost as hard to listen to as nails on a chalkboard. Nikki’s own level of tension ratcheted up as Dana waved away her mother’s attempts to put the blanket back on her lap.


“Don’t!” Dana snapped.


“Your friends from the station are going to bring some DVDs of you on the news,” Lynda said, still talking to her as if she was a five-year-old. “Remember? Remember Roxanne told you she would do that? That’ll be fun to see, won’t it?”


“N-no. Stop it.” Dana turned her face away, reached up with her good hand, tore the neck brace off, and threw it on the floor.


“Dana …”


“Lyn-da …”


Nikki reached down to retrieve the brace.


“She hates this thing,” Lynda said, taking it. “She doesn’t want anything around her throat.”


Nikki looked at the bruising that circled Dana Nolan’s throat. She had been strangled—repeatedly, by the look of it. No doubt a game for Doc Holiday—choking her unconscious, then letting her come back, watching her “die” over and over, feeling the rush of godlike power as she came back to life. He hadn’t intended for her to die of it. If Doc Holiday had wanted her dead, she would have been dead. Anything he had done to her had been just a game to satisfy his sick, sadistic fantasies.


“I don’t like things around my throat either,” Nikki said. “I don’t even like turtlenecks.”


“She’s tired,” Lynda said curtly, though she was clearly as close to the end of her rope as her daughter was. “We should probably just call it a day.”


“Let’s have Dana take a quick look at those photos first,” Kovac suggested. “Then we can get out of your hair.”


“I don’t have any,” Dana said without emotion. “Hair.”


“Your hair will grow back, honey,” Lynda said. “You’ll be just as beautiful as before.”


Nikki almost winced. She wondered if Dana had been allowed to look at herself in a mirror. She suspected not.


“We just want you to take a look at each of these photographs, Dana,” she said, pulling the pictures out of her bag. “And tell us if anything looks familiar to you.”


She shuffled the images of human teeth and fingernail clippings to the bottom of the stack in favor of the snapshots of individual pieces of jewelry, starting with a silver bracelet dangling with charms.


Dana took the picture with her good hand and frowned at it.


“Does that look familiar to you?” Nikki asked.


Dana stared at it. “N-no.”


Nikki handed over another, this one of a necklace with a small cross.


Again Dana stared at the photograph, frowning, suspicious. Her respiration quickened ever so slightly. “N-n-no. Wh … why?”


“We’re just wondering if you may have seen these things before,” Kovac said, ignoring her question.


She turned her eye on him. “What’s it … to do with my … accident?”


Kovac flicked a glance at Lynda Mercer.


“I think you should go now,” she said stiffly. “Dana needs to rest.”


“No,” Dana said.


“Dana—”


“Lyn-da … No,” she said again. She reached out her good hand toward Nikki for another photograph.


Nikki hesitated. Dana didn’t know. Her mother hadn’t told her that she had been abducted, that she had been tortured and raped by a serial killer. She knew she had been in a car accident. That was all. As a mother, Nikki knew she would have been tempted to do the same. As a cop, she had to hand over the next photograph: a necklace. A delicate silver-filigree butterfly dangling from a fine chain.


Dana stared at the photograph.


Sam leaned a little closer, studying her face. “Does that look familiar to you?”


She continued to look down at the photo. “T-tell me … why.”


“It’s not important, sweetheart,” Lynda said. “It doesn’t matter. We don’t have to do this now.”


Dana gave her mother a long look, then turned back to Nikki. “W-w-why?”


Nikki took a deep breath. She could feel the ice of Lynda Mercer’s gaze … and the calm, steady heat of Kovac’s. “It has to do with the other person who was in the accident,” she said.


“I don’t know …”


“You didn’t know him, sweetheart,” Lynda said impatiently. She went to reach for the photographs. Dana clutched them against her body.


“You’re tired,” Lynda said. “We can do this another time. It’s not important. Let’s get you into bed.”


She started to reach out toward her daughter. Dana stopped her with three words: “You are … ly-ing.”


“Dana …”


“Stop ly-ing to me!” Dana said loudly, struggling more with the words as she became more agitated. “What are th-ese things?” she asked Nikki, holding up the photographs.


Lynda grabbed them out of her daughter’s hand. “That’s enough. We’re done with this.”


She flung the pictures in Sam’s direction and pointed toward the door. “Get out.”


“Lynda,” Nikki started, getting to her feet.


“How dare you?” Lynda Mercer hissed, turning on her, her face growing red, her eyes bright with tears. “How dare you?”


“Mrs. Mercer,” Sam began, getting to his feet.


“T-t-tell m-m-me!” Dana shouted. Her upper body began to jerk slightly, forward and back. “T-t-t-tell t-t-t-te-ll me who h-h-e-e w-was!”


Nikki went to move toward her, to tell her to calm down, to tell her that there was no reason for her to get upset. The photographs were of some worthless trinkets she had probably never seen, and it didn’t really matter if she had. No girls were going to rise from the dead because Dana Nolan had seen photographs of jewelry kept as souvenirs by a killer.


Suddenly Dana’s head snapped back, her visible eye rolling back as her body went stiff. She seemed to fling herself from the chair to the ground, shaking violently.


“Oh my God!” Lynda shrieked.


“She’s seizing!” Nikki yelled, dropping to her knees, grabbing hold of Dana Nolan’s shoulders.


Kovac bolted for the door, calling for help.


Dana’s body bucked and strained against Nikki’s hold.


Lynda Mercer flung herself to the floor, striking out, shouting, and sobbing, “Get away from her! Leave her alone!”


Nurses rushed into the room, their focus on Dana. Lynda was pulled away to one side, Nikki shoved to the other. Then Kovac was behind her, seeming to hold her up with his hands clamped around her upper arms. As he drew her backward, the chaos swirled before her in a blur of blue scrubs and Dana’s violently jerking body and Lynda Mercer’s face as she cried out her daughter’s name, the hate in the woman’s eyes as she looked at them, screaming, “You did this! You did this!”


Sam pulled her out into the hall. She jerked away from him. “We did that!” she said, pointing at the room. “We did that!”


Kovac grabbed hold of her again, his face dark. “Stop it! We did not,” he argued. “We showed her pictures of jewelry and asked her if she’d seen it before. We did not cause her to have a seizure.”


“Would she have had a seizure if we hadn’t come here?”


“The girl has a traumatic head injury, Tinks. People with head injuries have seizures. Besides, she wasn’t upset with us. She was upset with her mother.”


“You can’t blame her mother for trying to protect her.”


“I’m not blaming anyone for anything. I’m stating the facts. Lynda Mercer agreed to have us come and do this.”


“Because I bullied her into it,” Nikki said.


“You’re not the bad guy here, Tinks. There is no bad guy. No,” he corrected himself. He let go of her arms and stepped back, plowing his fingers through his hair.


“Doc Holiday is the bad guy,” he said, calmer. “Let’s not lose sight of that. We only came here to try to close the door on some of the misery he caused. I’m sorry Mrs. Mercer got upset. I’m sorry we didn’t approach the conversation a little differently. I’m sorry this ever happened to that poor girl. Am I sorry enough?” he asked without sarcasm.


Nikki sighed. The truth of the matter was that there was no good to come of it all, no matter which way they played it.


“Don’t be a martyr, Tinker Bell,” Kovac said softly. “Life is hard enough.”


Drained and exhausted, Nikki nodded. She glanced across the hall to the open door of Dana Nolan’s room. The activity within had quieted. The seizure had passed or been subdued by drugs.


“No matter how bad her mother wants to protect her from the truth, she’s going to find out,” Kovac said. “Her friends know. She’s going to ask them. Hell, the whole damn country knows. Dateline is going to be calling; 48 Hours is going to come knocking. Every newsie vulture in America has already called our office.”


“Tragedy,” Nikki said. “The gift that keeps on giving.”


“People eat that shit up with a spoon,” Kovac said. “And the world keeps on turning.”


“Survival of the fittest.”


“Evolution is a bitch. And we’re all caught in her teeth.”


Nikki could feel the truth of that statement. She felt like she’d been mauled. She could only imagine how Lynda Mercer felt.


“We have to forgive ourselves, Tinks. Nobody else will.”


She nodded and gave him a sorry excuse for a smile. “I guess that means I have to ask you for a hug.”


“Oh, Jesus Christ,” he grumbled, even as he took a step toward her and opened his arms.


Tears welled in Nikki’s eyes as an overwhelming wave of sadness washed over her. She leaned into him, keeping her head down. She would pretend she wasn’t crying. And he would pretend he didn’t know that she was.


“Let’s get you home, Tinker Bell,” he said. “You need to hug your kids.”
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Dana drifted in and out of the shallowest depths of sleep. The sounds of the hospital had gone soft and hushed. The only light in the room was a soft blue-white glow that came from somewhere behind the bed and drifted across the room like fog to reveal the shadowed shapes of furniture.


She liked this time of day best. No one was poking or prodding her. She could relax without the pressure of her mother’s eyes and expectations on her.


But even now there was a level of anxiety humming like an idling motor in the pit of her stomach. She didn’t know why. No one wanted to tell her why. Everyone became anxious when she asked. They turned their eyes away when they answered. She didn’t need to know now, they told her. She needed to heal. She needed to get stronger.


Her conclusion was that someone had died in the accident and no one wanted to tell her.


What if it was me?


What if she was dead? What if this was how a person passed from one life to the next? Maybe this was purgatory. Maybe she was in this painful state of limbo because she had caused someone else to die. If only she could remember.


She felt like her skull was a bucket full of holes, with memories running out like water, and she had nothing to catch them in. It seemed what remained in her memory was a collection of weird, random things, and she trusted none of them.


She knew Lynda was her mother. She had been told so. But the memories of family were dreamlike things concealed in shadow. Her childhood was just a jumble of scenes tangled together like a snarl of yarn.


She had had a career. People she worked with came to the hospital to see her. She knew them but she didn’t. It was like meeting an acquaintance in an unexpected place. Her frame of reference was gone. The face seemed familiar, but she didn’t quite understand why. She couldn’t quite grab their names from her memory, just like she couldn’t always find the words she needed to convey a thought.


The frustration of that was enormous and exhausting. She had no patience for her fumbling brain. She had no patience for anything. Every day in physical therapy she lost her temper for being clumsy and slow.


Everyone excused her. Everyone told her it was all right to fail. Everyone told her it would all come back to her, everything—her memory, her coordination, her personality, her sense of self. She hoped so, because not knowing the people who came to visit her was nothing compared to not knowing who she really was.


She had only pieces of an incomplete puzzle and couldn’t yet see what the finished picture should look like. And every day, every moment of trying to put those pieces together, left every cell of her being drained and exhausted.


And yet now she couldn’t sleep. Something had happened earlier. She remembered the police detectives. That memory stuck with her because she hadn’t understood why they had been there. She remembered Lynda getting upset. She could still feel the residual vibrations of her own anger with her mother, though the cause of that anger eluded her. Then nothing.


She had lost time. She lay awake now in her hospital bed with mesh netting on either side of it reaching to the ceiling to catch her if she tried to climb out or fell in the night.


Her mother had fallen asleep in the reclining chair beside the bed. Dana stared at her, wondering if she would ever fully remember the life they had shared.


The lack of memory left her feeling alone and adrift on a dark sea of nothingness. The void’s gentle waves finally lulled her to sleep. And as she slept, she dreamed of delicate pieces of jewelry floating in the air. And beyond the glittering objects she saw the faces of dead girls she had never known.
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October


The Weidman Recovery Center


Indianapolis, Indiana


Dana woke as she always did: panting, drenched in sweat, her heart pounding in her chest; confused, and afraid of something she couldn’t remember—a dream, a nightmare, a memory of the ordeal she had been through months earlier? She didn’t know. All that remained was the emotional waste—fear, anxiety, apprehension. Without moving, she looked to one side and then the other of the dimly lit room to see if she was alone. She saw no one.


The world was dark beyond her window, but forty watts of amber security glowed on an end table in the corner, next to her chair. Beside the lamp was the book she had been trying to read for the past three weeks. She tried to read it before she went to bed at night when she was exhausted and her brain was full of fog, and she had to reread and reread to get the words to penetrate and make sense.


Had she tried to read the book last night? She wondered as she sat up and propped herself against the headboard. Had she slept a few hours or a few weeks? Was it a bad dream that chased her from her sleep, or a memory forever shrouded in a black shadow?


The questions and all the possible answers brought a flood of emotions. Fear, panic, grief, and anger came all at once, like a rushing wave inside her head.


That was in fact what the doctors called it: flooding. A tsunami of emotions that crashed through the injured brain, short-circuiting logic and the careful strategies the brain-injured person worked on every day in the attempt to put her life back on some kind of simple track.


Dana knew she had to stem the tide. She grabbed her four-by-six note cards off the nightstand and fumbled through them for the right one. As she found it, she called to mind Dr. Dewar’s soothing voice:


1. Breathe slowly, in through the nose and out through the mouth.


2. Concentrate on the mechanics of filling your lungs. Hold the breath for two beats, then exhale slowly. Four beats in, four beats out.


3. Work to find the connection between the mind and the body. Feel the energy in your toes, slowly moving up your legs. Move your fingers. Feel the energy slowly move up through your arms …


If she could stay focused on the exercise, she could keep at bay the flood and all the debris that came with it. Sometimes she succeeded in this. Sometimes she didn’t. Sometimes the flood crashed over her, and she panicked and froze, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, couldn’t move. This time the flood receded slowly, leaving her feeling weak from the effort of fighting it.


She had been told time and again during her stay here that the key to success in dealing with her issues was all a matter of routine. If she could consistently repeat the routines of each day, the thoughts and actions would become automatic and she wouldn’t feel so fatigued from having to remember every detail of every task.


She looked at the digital clock on the nightstand: 3:17 A.M. Shuffling through her note cards, she found the one she wanted, and she read through the same list of questions she asked herself every morning to establish her routine.


Where am I?


In my room.


Where is my room?


The Weidman Recovery Center.


Where is the Weidman Center?


Indianapolis.


Why am I here?


Because I have a traumatic brain injury.


Who am I?


Dana Nolan.


Who is Dana Nolan?


The last question wasn’t on the card, but she asked it anyway. She wished she could answer with something other than the adjectives other people had given to her—sweet, bubbly, friendly, kind, helpful, sunny, always smiling, always laughing, perky, pretty.


Those words might have applied to her former self—“Before” Dana—but she felt none of them applied to her present self—“After” Dana. Her memories of the Dana Nolan other people described seemed like clips from a movie passing through her mind. In them, Dana Nolan was a character played by an actress, and Dana herself was just an observer watching the show, wondering if that actress was anything like what the tabloids wrote about her.


There was a strange disconnection between the person in the memories and the person she was now that was impossible to explain to anyone who hadn’t experienced it. She couldn’t describe it to the friends and family of that former self, the people who had come to visit during her months here at the center—some of whom she didn’t remember from her past life at all. She could remember them now because she had their photographs in her iPhone along with a description of who they were and how she had known them, the last time she had seen them, key subjects they had spoken about.


They seemed hurt by her lack of ability to recognize them, as if she had a choice in the matter, as if she was deliberately snubbing them just to be a bitch.


Several of the people she had known and worked with in Minneapolis had come to visit once, then never again. They had come with a cheery, party attitude, bringing DVDs of their days in the newsroom with footage of Dana doing her job, of the staff at parties, things they wanted her to remember. But seeing her former self on television served only to upset her. She didn’t remember being that girl. She didn’t remember being happy and sweet. And she certainly didn’t feel any connection to the pretty face with the sunny smile.


The pressure of her coworkers’ expectations and their disappointment in her reaction to them had been too much for her. The emotional tidal wave had rolled over her, and she had become panic-stricken and violent, throwing things and shouting at them to leave.


They hadn’t returned. Her mother, ever the diplomat trying to smooth over the jagged edges, had told her it was the distance that deterred them. Minneapolis was a long way away from Indianapolis. When Dana countered with the fact that airplanes regularly flew between the two places, her mother changed tacks to the fact that people in the news business were very busy and couldn’t get away as much as they liked.


“We hardly saw you after you moved to Minneapolis,” she pointed out. “You were so busy! Remember?”


No. She didn’t remember. And that was the whole point, wasn’t it? If she didn’t remember those people, why should they remember her? They would rather stay in Minneapolis with the memories of Before Dana, the Dana Nolan they had known, than deal with the reality of After Dana, the Dana Nolan she was now.


Dana wished she had that choice. Or, if not that choice, then at least the ability to make them understand what it was like to live inside her head. But not even the doctors who worked with brain-injured people every day could truly get what that was like.
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