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	1981
Charlotte, North Carolina




Chapter 1


	May 15


	“When I grow up I’m going to be beautiful.”


	“No you’re not.”


	“Yes I am. We’re both going to be beautiful.”


	“We’re always going to be ugly.”


	“Don’t say that! Momma says ugly is a bad word.”


	“Bad or not, it’s still true.”


	The two girls began slowing their swings, still in perfect rhythm, forward and back, side-by-side. Without being consciously aware, they dropped their feet at the exact same time and brought the swings to a perfect stop as though part of a choreographed routine.


	“But I know we’re going to be beautiful some day.”


	“Maybe you will, but I won’t. I’ll always be ugly.”


	“No you won’t. When I become beautiful, so will you. It always works like that because we’re identicals.”


	“Identicals is not a word.”


	“I know, but it’s what Momma always uses. We’re her identicals.” 


	“It’s a silly word.”


	“Sometimes silly is fun.”


	The girls fell silent as Becky Farsi appeared out of the school doors and started toward them, her head down, walking fast. Thirty feet from the twins she looked up. Her surprise was brief before she put on her ‘I’m superior and beautiful and you’re not’ look, and cut a wide berth around the playground swings. The twins looked down at their identical shoes until Becky was out of sight.


	“Becky made me sad and angry today.”


	“I know.”


	“Where were you?”


	“In the library. Where were you?”


	“In my classroom.”


	“We were far apart.”


	“It’s getting stronger, isn’t it?”


	“Yeah. She made fun of our scarves, didn’t she, Marissa.”


	Marissa looked at her sister. “I didn’t tell you that. How did you know? Did you actually see it happen in your mind?”


	“No. I just felt your sadness and then you got angry and then I knew.” 


	“Like we had become one.”


	“What does that mean?”


	Marissa thought for a second. “It’s like our minds merged into one big brain. It’s been happening for a while. Haven’t you felt it? When we were in the math bee, we helped each other.”


	“I didn’t give you any answers.”


	“No. That’s not what I mean. We were like one very powerful brain that we both could use.”


	“Weird.”


	“I know.”


	“Is that why nobody likes us?”


	“That, and because we’re ugly.”


	“No. That can’t be it.”


	“Because we’re different.”


	“We’re special. That’s what Momma says.”


	“I don’t want to be special anymore.”


	“We’re twins. Identicals. We’ll always be special, Marissa.”


	“Sometimes I wish you’d go away.”


	Melissa looked at her sister in shock. “You don’t mean that!”


	Marissa sighed. “No, I guess I don’t. But don’t you sometimes wonder what it’d be like to be by yourself?”


	“No. I’ve never thought of that. I can’t imagine ever being without you.”


	“Doesn’t it bother you that you can’t be mad alone, that I always know what you’re feeling?”


	“I’ve never thought of it as being a bother. It’s nice to share.”


	“Pretty soon we’re going to be able to read each other’s minds and then we won’t have any privacy.”


	Melissa hopped off her swing and looked at Marissa. “You really don’t want me around anymore, do you!”


	“That’s not what I said.”


	“Yes you did. You said you wished I would go away. Well, what if I did? Who’d brush your hair? Who’d you talk to just before you fall asleep? Who would you have when Becky Fart-face starts picking on you?”


	Marissa giggled. “That’s what we should do. Start calling her Fart-face. Becky Farsi Fart-face.”


	“Yeah! That would be funny.”


	Marissa stood and together they picked up their identical backpacks and started walking in the direction of home. In the background of the warm May afternoon was the sound of a commercial airliner lifting off the runway two miles away. It was a sound heard often by those in the take-off path, a sound mostly ignored.


	“How did you do on the math test?”


	“Why do you ask me? I always get them all right, just like you.”


	“Just wondering. I figure one of us has to make a mistake eventually.”


	“What?” Melissa shouted. The two girls, in identical blouses and identical skirts, turned their identical misshapen faces toward the huge passenger jet. Melissa pulled Marissa to the ground and they covered their heads with their backpacks and cowered against the roar that shook their little bodies. 


	At barely two miles off the end of the runway, commercial airliners normally have more than sufficient altitude to avoid scaring the daylights out of a couple of ten-year-old girls on a school playground. Above the girls the airliner was at 200 feet and losing altitude, the pilot having already frantically reported to flight control that there was a hydraulic failure. One of the seven people who survived out of the 159 on board—they would become known as the miracle seven—would remember looking out the window and being surprised at seeing the girls lying on the ground, just before realizing that there was something deadly wrong.


	Two blocks beyond the girls, the jet slipped below 100 feet. Instead of trying to regain hydraulics, the pilot was unsuccessfully attempting to steer the massive flying machine toward an open field. He felt a shudder on contact with the chimney of one house, thought of his wife and child, and saw a woman run out of the next house and look directly at him and then draw her last surprised breath. 


	The girls jumped to their feet and watched the tail of the huge plane disappear beyond the oak trees and tops of houses and then heard the explosions and saw the horrendous fireballs in the sky. They took off through the opening in the fence, across the street and down the avenue that ran directly to where they lived. People were coming out of their houses and running in the same direction, toward the flames and smoke shooting high in the air. The girls ran and ran and ran. More and more people were running with them; women were screaming and crying. Two men ran past them, shouting, and there were sirens.


	And then they stopped. 


	They moved no farther than the corner sign marking the cross streets of Berry Lane and West Third Avenue. They were holding hands and staring. Their hearts raced and tears streamed down their misshapen cheeks. It was not the raging fire that stopped them. It was the fact that the house, which they called home since the day they were born, where Momma sang songs and called them her identicals, was gone. They also knew that so was Momma. Today was her day off from work. What they had yet to know was how totally alone they were yet to become. 




Chapter 2


	August 28


	Mrs. Frank Croons dried her hands, flipped the towel over her shoulder and picked up the portable phone. “Croons residence,” she said with her usual upbeat, happy voice. She listened to the caller and then said, “Yes, this is Patricia Croons.” She didn’t recognize the caller’s name, but her tone and the words, child welfare, were enough to dampen her cheerfulness. She eased down onto the sofa and listened to the reason for the woman’s call. It was short and to the point and Patricia had no more to say than, “I see. I understand.” She glanced at the mantel clock. “Sure. I’ll have her ready. Why so little time?” The only explanation she was given was that adoptions at that age were hard to find, and sometimes, when a good placement pops up, quick action was warranted.


	“What about family?” Patricia asked. “Hasn’t there been anything?”


	“Afraid not,” the woman said. “As you already know, the father died in a hunting accident when they were two. There are no living relatives.”


	Patricia Croons returned the phone to its cradle and remained sitting. When she finally pushed herself up, the clock read 5:15. Frank would be home in fifteen minutes. The agency would be here at 7:30. She returned to the kitchen, dropped the towel into the sink and looked out at the girls in the backyard. A thunderstorm had rolled in an hour before. After the thunder and lightning were gone, leaving a steady rain, the girls put on their yellow rain slickers and went out and sat on the bench next to the flower garden. There they still sat like two canaries enjoying the rain. But there was no enjoyment in their lives and every day that Patricia watched them her heart ached for their sadness. She and Frank did everything foster parents can imagine to make their lives happy. But there was only so much they could do. It was time that would heal, and for Melissa and Marissa she had a terrible hunch that that time would be very long.


	And now it was going to be even harder.


	One of them—she had yet to be able to tell them apart—was being adopted. Not both of them. That would be too much to wish for, wouldn’t it? They were going to be split. Who was it that decided what’s best for these girls? Patricia slammed her hand down on the counter. “Why! Won’t they be better off anywhere together, than anywhere else apart?”


	But of course there was no answer to her question. She picked up the towel, uselessly wiped away her tears and then retrieved her own rain slicker and stepped out to talk to the girls. They were only days away from celebrating their eleventh birthday, as though the word celebrate had returned to their vocabulary. It was to be a backyard party. As Patricia hunched down in front of the emotionless faces, she understood that there would be no point in a big party, especially for just one. Such a party would only enhance the level of abandonment they already felt.


	To mask her tears Patricia left the hood of her slicker back and let the rain beat upon her face. She knelt before Melissa and Marissa and forced a smile. They gave her a slight smile in return, maybe amused by the water running down their foster mother’s face. Hell, she thought, I’d run naked and throw myself in the mud with everyone and anyone watching if it would make them laugh. 


	She gulped down a lump of something stuck in her throat and then hated herself for what she was about to say. She hated the aviation people. She hated the government bureaucracy. She hated the situation God had thrown these little girls into. She hated the fact that she had chosen to become a foster parent. She hated having to pretend as though it was a happy day for these two unfortunate little girls. She forced a smile and a cheer to her voice.


	“I have good news.”




Part II
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	2004
Los Angeles, California




Chapter 3


	April 8


	At 7:32 the newest member of the accounting team, and always the earliest to arrive, dropped her purse onto her chair. Her desk was in the farthest corner, just as she liked it, and there was a stack of delinquent accounts in her in-basket waiting for her attention, also just the way she liked it. She had managed to negotiate collection on many of the delinquent accounts, something, she was told, that few before her had managed to do as well. She was blessed with a voice that relaxed people on the phone in a way she could never do face to face. She was also a good accountant; however, she had yet to be given the opportunity to prove herself in that capacity.


	She extracted the employee manual from her purse and set it on the corner of her desk for filing. She had taken it home to review because she was only a week away from the end of her six month probation period. She had done well and was hopeful she’d be presented with additional duties, and also a raise as per company policy.


	She pushed the power buttons on her CPU and monitor. Having forgotten to clean her coffee mug the night before, she picked it up and turned to go to the ladies’ room, only to be startled by Mr. Brackens striding toward her. 


	He stopped. “Ms. Smith. Could I see you please?”


	“Yes, Sir.” She set the mug down and followed him to his office. Could it be her six-month review already? She took a deep breath and stepped past him into his office.


	He closed the door behind her. “Please sit down.”


	She perched nervously on the edge of the chair. 


	He walked around to his side of the desk and sat. He avoided her eyes, avoided looking at her at all. He cleared his throat. “This is always very difficult.”


	Her excitement faded.


	“The company’s financial situation is not very good. The first quarter plummeted and this quarter is projected to be about the same. It would be worse except for the great job you’ve been doing in collections. That makes what I have to say even more difficult.” He cleared his throat again. “We have been ordered to downsize and of course with you being the most junior and still on probation . . .” 


	Ms. Smith’s mouth went slack. 


	“I have to let you go.”


	“But I-I-I-I’ve done a ga-ga-ga-good job, haven’t I?”


	“Yes. You’ve done very well. I hate to do it, believe me.”


	“Wha-wha-wha-what am I ga-ga-ga-going to do?”


	“I’ll give you an excellent letter of recommendation, and a dozen copies. They will be in the mail, along with your final check, in a few days.”


	“Tha-tha-tha-that’s it?”


	“It’d be best if you were gone before anyone else arrives.”


	She blinked at him as his words sank in. “Sha-sha-sure.” She stood, walked halfway to the door and then looked back as though maybe he would change his mind or reveal that it was a late April Fool’s joke.


	“I’m sorry, Ms. Smith.”


	Not a joke.


	Ms. Smith ignored the “Enter Password” displayed on her monitor while she stuffed her personal articles into her purse. Other than her coffee mug there wasn’t much. It was that easy. Six months, less one week, and in a blink it was all over. It wasn’t even anything she did wrong this time, as if it ever was. Usually it was because she was too good, too efficient, too willing to work long hours. She was told by a coworker one time to stop it because she was making them look bad.


	Or too ugly. One woman boss told her just that. “I have to let you go, Ms. Smith, because frankly you make the office uncomfortable. Let me give you some advice.” Women like to give you advice when they fire you. “Look into facial reconstruction surgery, or at least a makeover.” That time she didn’t even clear her desk. She left it all and ran out in tears.


	This time she slung her purse over her shoulder, picked up her coffee mug and went into the lady’s room. She rinsed and dried the mug, all the time keeping her eyes downcast from the mirror. When she was certain the mug was thoroughly dry, she stuffed it into her purse and then caught the image she had been avoiding, the image she hated but was forever stuck with. The blotches and acne she could hide if she made herself look like a cheap hooker, but the huge misshapen nose that made her look like a drunk who liked to get into fights, the protruding chin and one sunken cheek, and ears the size of dinner plates—maybe a bit of an exaggeration, but not much—these things she could not hide without a black hood.


	She glanced at the clock. 7:46. One advantage of arriving at work early is you can be fired and gone before the work day starts. When she passed back though the office Jenny Franks was at her desk waiting for her computer to boot up. She glanced up and then away. In six months Jenny hadn’t spoken an entire sentence in her direction.


	Outside, dark clouds where billowing up from the west and throwing bolts of lightning. Ten, maybe fifteen minutes until the rain hits, she figured as she crossed the parking lot, shortcutting to the sidewalk that would lead her down to the bus stop. 


	“Marissa!”


	She turned to see her one and only friend, Gail Fitzgerald, closing her car door. Gail didn’t care about Marissa’s looks and was the only one who truly understood her intelligence.


	“You’re going the wrong direction, girl. Work is this way.”


	Marissa waited until Gail got closer and then said, “I-I-I was f-f-f-fired. Mr. Brackens said it was dow-dow-dow-downsizing.”


	“No! You’re joking, right? This company has never downsized, even the first year after 9/11 when everybody else was.”


	“N-n-n-no joke, Gail.”


	“Something’s not right.”


	“Y-y-y-you–”


	“Slow down, Marissa. Take a deep breath. You only stutter when you get stressed.”


	Marissa focused on her breathing. “You said yourself the numbers haven’t been looking good. L-l-l-look.” She checked her breathing again and slowed her words. “Look at how many delinquent accounts I’ve been working. There are more now than ever, according to Mr. Brackens. It’s a bad year and I’m the first to fall out.”


	“Are you going to be all right?”


	“I’ll l-l-land on my feet. Always do.” Just can’t seem to ever stay there very long.


	“You call if you need anything, okay?”


	“I will.”


	“Even if it’s no more than someone to talk to, okay?”


	“I will, Gail.”


	“Promise.”


	“P-p-p-promise.”


	Gail stepped close and gave Marissa a hug. “I’ve got to get in.” She headed for the building and then turned around. “You’re a good person, Marissa, and you’re smart. Don’t you forget that.”


	Marissa smiled back despite the fact that smiling made her look more like a beat up rodeo clown than she already appeared. The warmth of the hug left her body tingling. Hugs for Marissa Smith were less than extremely rare. “I won’t. Thank you.” She stepped out of the way of a car and unconsciously turned from the driver’s eyes.


	At the bus stop Marissa sat on the bench with her scarf pulled over her face, her head down. The pose was automatic. When the bus arrived she tried to be first on to be seated and eyes downcast before others could look and stare. This morning the bus was full and only a few people got off. The only empty seats were on the aisle. She chose one two away from the rear door and sat down quickly. She remained so for the long start and stop ride across town, aware of all the people around her, but unaware of some of the activity, such as the two young men—boys really—sitting directly behind her, the one next to the window passing to the other a knife, and unaware of the fact that she had left her purse dangling off her shoulder instead of placing it securely in her lap.


	A roll of thunder lifted Marissa from her dark thoughts. She glanced up long enough to see the bus was stopping to exchange passengers. She wished her seatmate would get off. He didn’t but she was jostled and her shoulder was bumped several times as a dozen other people came and went. She ignored it and kept her eyes staring down at her hands. 


	Nice hands. 


	Why did God give me such nice hands and forget about my face? She could hide her hands, but her face was another story. The previous boss who told her to wear makeup apparently didn’t know that she already was. “You ought to see me without makeup,” Marissa wanted to say back.


	“Miss.”


	Someone touched her shoulder. She tried to look up without totally showing her face. It didn’t work because the person, an older black woman, stepped farther forward and leaned down. Marissa saw the brief startled look on the woman’s face and accompanying recoil. But the woman recovered and said, “Your purse, Miss. Two boys cut the strap and got off the bus with it.”


	Marissa jumped to her feet and the woman retreated back to her seat. The bus was already moving away from the stop where the boys got off. Eyes turned away or showed a mixture of pity and shock. She took control of her panic, sat back down, dropped her chin to her chest and pulled up her scarf.


	Now what, Marissa? There wasn’t much money in it but there was her driver’s license—even though she didn’t have a car—with her address, and the key to her apartment. Other than that there was the book she was reading, a compact mirror and makeup, a light-pink lipstick by Revlon, her library card, her video store membership card, her check book, and her coffee mug. She had no credit cards and there wasn’t but $73.00 in the checking account. After the license and keys, she probably valued the coffee mug the most, a souvenir from the Grand Canyon. In her thirty-three years of life it was one of the few truly magnificent places she had ever been.


	What should I do?


	The bus stopped and the doors opened. On impulse, crazily thinking she might be able to spot the guys who got her purse, she jumped up and ran off. The three people who got off with her scattered quickly, leaving her alone on the sidewalk in front of a boarded up pawn shop. One of the boards was gone, the window broken away. The steel bars were still intact. She looked down the street and then up to where the bus was stopped already, trading passengers. A homeless person started to approach her for a handout, saw her face and then turned away. She looked at the bus again, now more than two blocks away and wondered why she got off. That was really stupid. She had already paid for the ride and it would have taken her within a half mile of her apartment, although getting in would have been difficult without the key. Now she didn’t have money to get onto another bus.


	“Really stupid, Marissa. How can you be so damned intelligent and yet be so stupid?” Ten miles. She should be able to walk at four miles per hour and get home in two and half hours. Three hours at the most if her legs got tired.


	Marissa took a deep breath, slumped her shoulders and began her trek across Los Angeles. 


	Marissa was half way across her third street, holding herself against the sudden wind, when an explosion of thunder caused her to duck and cover her head. An almost instantaneous flash of lightning sent her running for shelter under the cover of a bus stop, just as the rain struck; however, the cover did little good with the wind driving the rain in sideways. She ran out and sought better shelter against the building.


	But not for long. In the thirty seconds it took her to get to the bus stop, then realize it was no good and dash to the building, she had already become soaked. And the temperature had dropped about fifteen degrees.


	Ten miles! she thought through her shivers, and I’ve only gone three blocks.


	A woman with an umbrella pulled inside out came around the corner and flattened herself against the side of the building next to Marissa. She swore at the umbrella in Spanish until she got it closed correctly. “Hora por autobus ven?” she said without looking at her building partner. When she got no response she corrected with, “Time for bus come?” 


	“I don’t know.”


	The woman stepped away from the building, looked up the street and then said, “It come soon I hope. Not good stand here long in this neighborhood.”


	That very thought had been on Marissa’s mind as well, but she tried to ignore the fear. What was she going to do? If she got mugged again they wouldn’t get anything. They could see she didn’t have a purse. But she could be grabbed and dragged into an empty building and raped. That was a very real fear, the fear she tried to put to the back of her mind. She could also be killed if they got mad because she didn’t have anything but sex to take. She crossed her arms over her chest and tried to gather her own warmth tight against her.


	“Here it come,” the woman said.


	Marissa looked and saw the headlights and the reflection from the big windshield through the driving rain. She watched as it stopped a block away and found herself wishing it would hurry up, as if she was actually going to get on it. She quietly chided herself and decided to start walking as soon as the bus pulled away. She could stand here and be wet and cold or walk and be wet and cold. If she got sick, so what? There was no job to call in sick to.


	When the bus pulled up, the woman ran for the open door, then stopped and looked back. “You comin’?”


	Marissa shook her head. The woman shrugged and stepped on board. The bus pulled away and Marissa started walking, her arms crossed, her head down, the wind driving the rain against her back. She was unaware of the black and orange GMC Safari with smoked side windows, cruising twenty yards behind her, matching her pace.




Chapter 4


	Before the rain there were people on the street. Now there was no one, leaving Marissa more alone than ever, and she had been alone a very long time. She still remembered her mother and sister, but the memories were fuzzy. She was sure they were happy times, but she couldn’t remember what was happy about them. She had snippets of scenes in school with Melissa, being stared at and made fun of, of teachers scolding the other children for their pranks and then looking at the two of them with pity. She recalled no actual happiness in school. Even getting awarded for their excellence in mathematics wasn’t a happy time because they had to go up onto the stage in front of the entire school. Times with Momma were happy. Marissa could remember laughing with her, ganging up with her twin sister to try and tickle her like she did them. Yes, there was happiness at one time in her life.


	But Momma died, and Melissa was taken away.


	And ever since she has been alone, and recently very alone. She had a friend for a while, at her previous job. At least she thought she was a friend. She moved to Dallas for a better job; said she would write. A year now and not a word. Maybe she wasn’t a friend. Maybe she was just someone who didn’t know how to say, “Go away.” Maybe she just tolerated her. And there was also Gail. She did say call, actually insisted. But where would she call from? She’d never had a phone; could never afford one.


	She shivered at the rain and at the thought of living one more day, one more night in that dinky little apartment in the seedy neighborhood, not much better than the one she was walking through right now. The raise she had been hoping for might have gotten her into something better. Now, again, there was no hope. No one could see her intelligence through her ugly mask, so what was the point? She was doomed to spending her life reading second hand books and magazines and working whatever low-paying jobs she could find. Normally she would be looking forward to curling up under her quilt with a novel, but right now she was considering lying down in the street until someone ran over her, or stepping in front of a truck. 


	Who would miss me?


	Absolutely no one. Another ugly face off the street.


	Water ran in rivulets off Marissa’s bony nose and chin. Her skin showed through the long sleeves of her white cotton blouse. Her long dress clung to her legs, at times causing her to stumble. She wished she had worn jeans. They certainly wouldn’t be as heavy and as much a hindrance as the dress. Her shoes were not that much better. They were comfortable to work in, and to walk to and from the bus. A half mile in the rain was already starting to wear at her feet. She wrung the water out of her scarf and then wrapped it tight around her hair and tied it in the back, exposing her face. She no longer cared. She was focused only on putting one foot in front of the other. Nine or ten blocks and the neighborhood would get better for a while. Despite the bone-rattling chill she was glad for the rain. It kept the bad people in, the ones who could give trouble to a woman alone on the street. 


	A taxi rushed by flinging water across the sidewalk. She stopped, shuffled back three steps and waited for the flood to return to the street. She jumped to a sudden crack of thunder. A car loomed on her left. She didn’t look at it; instead she started walking again, her growing sense of dread pushing her faster. A motion to her right drew her attention; a dark form appeared and she screamed, but her scream was cut short by a hand against her mouth and an arm around her chest. She tried to bite and kick back, but the man was too strong and then suddenly there was another one, big and hooded, and he grabbed her legs. Her mind registered orange and black just before she was shoved through the open door of a van and sent sprawling across its thick, carpeted floor. She scrambled into the far, back corner. The door slammed and one of the men yelled, “Go!” The van accelerated. She opened her mouth to scream and a knife appeared. The knife holder shook his head.


	More thunder cracked and the driver turned a corner, sending Marissa sprawling again. She recovered in the other corner. The men sat on low chairs that were anchored to the floor. There were no other furnishings. The chairs adjusted easily to the centrifugal force of the turns, the men riding comfortably. 


	“Hey man, we gots us an ugly one.”


	“Yeah. Looks like she been fucked over by a truck. We oughts to throw her back and go find a pretty one.”


	This was the first time in her life Marissa was glad for her looks. She wondered if she could make a face to make herself even less attractive.


	“Pussy’s pussy,” the driver yelled back.


	“Yo ain’t seen this one yet. She could be a freak in a circus.”


	The van turned another corner and she was flung into her original position. The two men grinned but didn’t move. One was rubbing himself between his legs.


	Rape is just sex, if they don’t hurt me. I’ll just go straight to a hospital and get cleaned out. Be cooperative and let them do what they want. 


	It looked like they were heading out of the city. West maybe, or north; Marissa wasn’t sure from her narrow view past the slapping windshield wipers. The driver made no more turns and then gradually started into the hills. She tried to visualize where she was so that if she got away, or was let go, she would know where to go. She was gaining no sense, seeing no landmarks she could recognize. Finally she gave up, curled into a ball, hugged her knees and closed her eyes.


	And then she became really scared. The realism of what was about to happen to her began settling in. She had almost been raped once before, when she was sixteen. A foster parent was listening to her story of being made fun of in school. He held her when she cried and the next thing she knew he was kissing her. She had never been kissed before, not like that and it felt good but then suddenly his hands were everywhere, and that didn’t feel good. This man, this foster father who she thought of as a nice guy when stacked against all the other foster parents she had over the years, turned into an uncontrollable monster. She fought but she was no match against his strength. He had all her clothes off and most of his when he was interrupted by the sound of his wife coming home. Marissa was bruised all over. He had slapped her in the face, but no one could see the bruises through the pervasive ugliness she lived with. She never told anyone and he never went near her again. She only lived there two more weeks.


	Marissa rocked in the corner of the van like an autistic child. She knew that this would be much, much worse, that these boys would make sure they weren’t interrupted. Three big boys, nearly men, taking turns with her could injure her very badly. Do they just want sex or do they like beating up their victims? Her imagination began with that scenario, seeing two of them holding her, slapping her, punching her while the third did whatever he wanted. Her body shook from the combination of the fear of what was going to happen and from being drenched by the rain and sitting in the corner of an unheated van. 


	Maybe this is it. Maybe they’ll kill me and all my misery will be over. That’s the one favor God could give me right now.


	Suddenly one of them had her by the ankle, dragging her from her corner. It was the same one who was rubbing himself earlier. And then she saw that he had his penis out and it was huge. She gagged and tried to kick free from the iron grasp. 


	“Hey Man, I think she likes it.” 


	The driver looked around. “Likes what, Man?” 


	“I’m ready to do her rights now.” He let loose of himself and started running his hand up the leg he was holding onto. 


	“Puts your dick away, Tyron!” the driver said. “Nots till we gets there.” 


	“Man just playing wit her man.” He dragged her closer and the hand of rough calluses and dirty fingernails scraped along her thigh. 


	“No!” she screamed and then struck him square in the chest with her free foot. 


	“You bitch!” 


	He rose out of his chair. She got a brief image of the humongous thing still poking from his gapping zipper and then, bracing against his iron grip and powered by her growing fear and rage, struck a second time. His eyes bulged and he let loose of her and then stumbled over his chair and straight back between the driver and the empty passenger seat. 


	The driver elbowed him in his ear. “Shit man!” was the last thing Marissa heard before the air horn blast from an eighteen wheeler into whose lane they had drifted. The driver corrected, throwing Marissa against the left wall. 


	Tyron pulled himself upright. “You a dead bitch!” And then the vehicle’s right wheels dropped off the pavement and the driver made his last correction, and thus his last mistake. He jerked the wheel to the left.


	Tyron fell on top of the third guy who had been watching and grinning. Marissa piled on top of them. The big truck’s air horn blasted by and a mountain of water exploded across the van just as it went airborne. The first time it hit the ground the windshield popped, the driver fell halfway out and then was drawn back in, and the side door flew open ejecting the two male passengers. Tyron landed face first in water and mud. His friend did as well and then was crushed to death as the van bounced across him. Eye witness accounts had the 2001 GMC Safari rolling anywhere from four to eight times. Marissa was unconscious by the second and was still in the tangled metal when it settled at the end of the fifth roll. 


	 As the firemen carefully removed her from the wreckage, one of the guys looked at her face and said, “Death would have been more kind to her.”




Part III
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Chapter 5


	August 17


	Nurse Wood wasted no time getting from room 318 to her station where she snatched up the phone, ran her finger down the list of numbers until she found the one she wanted and dialed. She waited for only a few seconds, expecting that she would have to page him, but just as she started to reach for the button to hang up and dial the page, she heard, “Doctor Springer.”


	“Doctor, this is Nurse Wood. I thought you’d like to know that Jane is awake . . . Yes, coherent . . . Certainly.”


	Nurse Garnet, who was sitting at the desk, intent on filling out a form, looked up. “She’s awake? How long has it been?”


	“Four months and nine days. I’ve got to get back down there. Sally’s with her right now and if I left her to her own devices she’d have Jane trying to do laps around the hospital by noon.” 


	Nurse Garnet laughed as Nurse Wood walked away.


	Within an hour eight people had been in to see Jane, the latest being Doctor Springer. He examined her, saying, “How does this feel?” and “How does that feel?” 


	“Fine,” was all she could mumble.


	“Do you remember anything?”


	“No.” She slowly shook her head. “Where am I?” Her voice felt odd to her, her throat dry and scratchy.


	“You’re in Valley Medical. You were in a very serious automobile accident. Do you remember anything about that?”


	“No. How long have I been here?” She had asked one of the nurses that same question but didn’t get an answer. Doctor Springer dodged the question as well.


	“What’s your name? You had no identification when you were brought in.”


	Jane blinked a couple of times, tried to focus on the answer to the question and then said, “I don’t know.”


	Another doctor came in. “This is Doctor Harrison,” Doctor Springer said. He’s our neuropsychologist.” He looked at the nurses in attendance. “Could we talk with the patient alone, please?”


	After the nurses left, Doctor Harrison said, “So, how are you feeling?”


	“Very tired.”


	“What can you remember?”


	“Nothing.”


	“I mean not just the accident. It’s normal for someone to block out that sort of trauma. What do you remember from before that time? Where did you work? What is your address or your phone number?”


	“I . . .” She looked between the two doctors and then tried to swallow whatever seemed to be lodged in her throat. “I don’t remember anything.”


	“You have what is referred to as retrograde amnesia. That’s not unusual in a situation such as this.”


	“Such as this? What is such as this?” She sucked up saliva and pushed her tongue around. “What’s happened to me?” She rolled her head to one side and then wondered if she’d have the strength to roll it back. “Water.” 


	Doctor Harrison fetched a bottle and then squeezed some into her mouth. She started to take it from him but found she could barely lift her arms, but there was no pain. In a sense she would have welcomed pain over what she was feeling, which was nearly nothing. Rag doll came to her mind; an old and battered child’s rag doll. She accepted more water. “How long have I been here? If you don’t know who I am and I don’t know who I am, then I’m . . . no one. Am I paralyzed?”


	Doctor Springer picked up her hand. “No. You’re not paralyzed. Squeeze my fingers.” 


	She squeezed as hard as she could, but she doubted she could crush a marshmallow. 


	“Don’t worry. Your strength will return. Just the fact that you’re awake and following commands, thinking and reasoning, is very good. Your recovery has been excellent.”


	“Please. How long have I been here?”


	The doctors looked at each other. Doctor Springer said, “Your accident occurred April 8th of this year.”


	“Of this year? What do you mean by that?” She forced her eyes open. “You mean it could have been last year? What’s the date right now?”


	“Today is August 17th. You’ve been in a coma for over four months.”


	She let her eyes fall closed, fought between the calculation and sleep and then opened them. “One-hundred and thirty-one days.”


	Harrison laughed. “Somewhere about that, yes.”


	“No. It’s exactly one-hundred and thirty-one days.”


	“How do you know that?” Springer asked.


	“Simple.” She looked at the water bottle Doctor Harrison still held. He tipped it and squeezed some on her lips. “The Julian date for April 8th is 98, except for leap year, which this is if I haven’t forgotten that the year is 2004. Therefore, the Julian date is 99. Subtract that from the August 17th Julian date, which is 230, you get 131.”


	“So,” Harrison said, “you’re apparently rather good with dates.”


	“I guess so.” She closed her eyes and fell asleep.


	The next time Jane awoke, she was alone. The lights were off but she could see blue sky through the part in the drapes. She recalled talking with the nurse and then the doctors, Springer and Harrison. One-hundred and thirty-one days out of her life.


	Out of what life? Who am I? She focused hard on the gray wall that made up her memory but found only frustration. How can I calculate the number of days between April 8th and August 17th and yet not remember anything? She lifted her arm to her face and read, “Jane Doe” on the wristband. She let the arm flop back into her lap. She couldn’t lift her arm that far when she awoke the first time, but it still felt like she had soft rubber for muscles.


	“Well, Jane. What next? You can calculate a Julian date quicker than looking at a calendar, but you don’t know who you are . . . and you’re talking to yourself.” She analyzed the contraption holding her IV bottle, pulled the sheet back and with great effort managed to sit on the edge of the bed. Her muscles were wasted and her joints felt like . . . well, she simply couldn’t feel them, but she was sitting up. She eased off the bed until her feet touched the floor and then gradually applied weight. It seemed okay, so she allowed a little more until suddenly she slid all the way to the floor like the worn out ragdoll. Actually, she was certain the doll could have stood a little longer. She was also certain that she wouldn’t be able to get back onto the bed any easier than she could stand up and tap dance.


	She spent the next several minutes fighting with the IV tube and then pulling the needle out of her arm. Pleased that she no longer had to deal with the tube, she struggled to sit up, delighted that she could and then waited for someone to come along.


	How old am I? Don’t know. When was I born? Don’t know. Where was I born? Don’t know. What are my parents’ names? Do I have brothers or sisters, or friends? Did I have a job? If so, where? Am I rich or poor? 


	With that last question, came one more.


	Who’s paying for my hospital bills?


	Lots of questions. Not one single answer.


	Jane was on her side asleep when Nurse Wood discovered her. She woke her, pushed the button for assistance and within a few minutes had her back on the bed with her IV reattached. 


	“I guess I shouldn’t try walking just yet,” Jane said, still a bit embarrassed and fighting sleep.


	“No, ma’am. You’ve had the physical therapist and volunteers working with you several times a day since your casts came off, but that is just movement. You need to slowly begin some weight bearing exercises. The therapist will get you started on that before long.”


	“Will I be able to walk normal again?”


	“I don’t see why not. But you’ve been in this bed for over four months. It’ll take a little time to get it all back.”


	“What happened to me?”


	“You were in a car accident.”


	“I know that.” She took a deep breath and her body settled deeper into the bed. “You said they started doing therapy on me when my casts came off. Am I understanding you correctly that that was casts, plural, not cast, singular?”


	“I thought the doctors told you.”


	“I think I fell asleep before they got that far.”


	The nurse laughed. “That will happen less and less with time. Both of your ankles were broken. Your right arm was fractured in two places along with three fingers. You also had a dislocated shoulder, and–”


	“And what?” Jane asked.


	“And you were very lucky. There were no spinal injuries and because you weren’t awake to place unnecessary stress on anything, you healed perfectly.”


	Jane looked at her hand. She wiggled her fingers. “They’re very weak, but otherwise they feel okay.” She let the hand drop and looked at the nurse. “What else?”


	“Why do you ask?”


	“You were going to say something else and stopped. I have no memory. That’s either from my blocking out the accident or from brain damage.”


	“You did have a serious concussion, but I’m not the one to say whether that’s related to your memory loss or not. The doctors will talk to you about that.”


	“Can I get some water? My throat feels like a desert.”


	“Right here,” Nurse Wood said and handed Jane a water bottle with a permanent flexible straw.


	Jane sucked several gulps with great effort. “What aren’t you telling me?”


	“Doctor Springer will fill you in on everything.”


	She sighed. “The other doctor, Harrison, said I had retrograde amnesia. What is that?”


	“Retrograde amnesia is loss of memory before the trauma. In other words, before your accident.”


	“But isn’t it unusual to have memory loss like mine? I can converse. I remember the English language. Will I know how to write or read?”


	“There are always unusual things that happen in the human body, especially the brain. Yes, what you’re experiencing is unusual; however, I’m not the expert to be telling you anything about it. You will have to wait until Doctor Harrison can talk with you.”


	“Okay,” Jane sighed. “But there’s still something else you’re not telling me about my injuries. I’m going to fall back to sleep as soon as you walk out, maybe sooner, maybe in the middle of my next sentence.” She wasn’t exaggerating. Her eyes drooped and it seemed like a sleep drug was surging through her veins. She struggled against it. “I don’t want to wait to hear the rest. So far I think I’ve taken everything quite well.” She rolled her head toward the nurse. “Please tell me the rest.” With that, Jane Doe’s eyes fell shut.


	Nurse Wood picked up the water bottle, placed it on the bedside table and returned to her other duties.


	The next time Jane Doe awoke, she felt stronger; less weak would be a more accurate statement. It was mid-afternoon and Doctor Harrison was running his fingers around her face. When he saw her eyes open he smiled. “How’re you feeling?”


	“I was going to say, other than your fingers walking on my face, I’m okay; however, I think I kind of like it.”


	“Is there any pain when I do this?”


	“No. Should there be?”


	“How about this?”


	“No. Do doctors always ignore patients’ questions?”


	“How about this?”


	She sighed and said, “No. There’s no pain, no discomfort, no nothing. It feels like a nice massage.”


	“Good. In answer to your question, no, there shouldn’t be any pain.” He sat back. “In answer to your most important question, the one that Nurse Wood wouldn’t answer, is that you had extensive damage to your facial bones. Almost all the skin was gone. But you were very much alive. There was a great effort by the police to find out who you were, with no success.”


	“Was I alone in the accident? What about the registration on the car?”


	Doctor Harrison shook his head. “You weren’t alone. There were two young men. They were killed instantly. The vehicle belonged to one of them. The police canvassed their families and friends and could find no one who knew who you were. Your fingerprints were not on file anywhere. They even attempted dental x-rays, to no avail.”


	“So I’m no one. I’m just a Jane Doe.”


	“You and I are going to work on reconstructing your memory. I’m going to start with having newspapers and magazines brought to you.”


	“Can I read?”


	“We’ll find that out, won’t we.”


	“What do I look like? Is there a mirror I can use?”


	The doctor opened the drawer to the night stand and pulled out a hand mirror. “We knew you would ask.” He handed it to her.


	Jane tentatively brought the mirror around to find a face she had never before seen. She turned her head left and right, smiled and then frowned and let the mirror fall, unable to hold it any longer. “My hair is awful. I don’t recognize me.”


	“We have on staff here at Valley Medical one of the finest plastic surgeons in the country. A decision was made to rebuild you, without knowing what you looked like.”


	“Oh!”


	“You became an emotional case for this hospital and everyone involved donated their time to your effort. You’re going to have a lot of visitors soon. The word is out that you’re awake but visitation has been restricted until you’re ready.”


	She wanted to look at herself once more, but the mirror was too heavy. The doctor started to reach for it. “No! Leave it,” she said. She was sliding into exhaustion again even though she hadn’t been awake very long. “Before I fall asleep again, tell me about retrograde amnesia.”


	“Well, for one, that’s what you have. Normally it doesn’t last too long and is limited to during or just before an accident, or whatever traumatic event caused it. It doesn’t have to be a head injury. It can be a disease or something emotional like witnessing the murder of a loved one or being raped. In your type of situation, the most common is not being able to recall events leading up to the accident—a period of minutes or hours.”


	“But I have no memory at all.”


	“That’s what makes your case so exceptionally interesting. Your memory loss is so complete, or at this point appears to be complete in the sense of your history. I have never heard of such a case in which the patient could still converse, such as you and I are doing right now. In cases where memory loss is this complete, there is normally a loss of reading and writing skills and nearly a complete loss of vocabulary. It would stem from major brain damage.”


	“Do I have brain damage?”


	“You had some swelling. Considering the extent of your injuries, it was small. There should have been more but you were very lucky. There was no evidence of permanent brain damage found. Everything was facial, outside of a number of broken bones throughout your body which were set and healed nicely.”


	“If I have no brain damage, then what accounts for my memory loss?”


	“First of all, not finding brain damage doesn’t mean there isn’t any. Your amnesia is evidence of something; however, it could be strictly emotional. You could be blocking something you don’t want to remember.”


	“But I’m blocking my entire life. I don’t remember anything.”


	“Apparently there’s something about who you were that you want to forget.”


	Jane had been holding her head away from the pillow. It became tiring and she let it settle back. “These two men who were with me. Who were they?”


	Doctor Harrison leaned back in his chair. “They were, if I should be brazen enough to use the term, scum. They were eighteen and nineteen years old, both with police records dating back five and seven years, for assault, armed and unarmed robbery and rape. Drugs were always involved. Their autopsy found heavy evidence of drugs and alcohol.”


	“What about me?”


	“What do you mean?”


	“Was my blood tested? If I’m going to figure out who I was, I need to know the truth, no matter how bad it is.”


	“Your blood was clean. You tested for nothing.”


	“So what was I doing with them?”


	“That’s one of the big questions, isn’t it?”


	“How old am I? Is there any idea?”


	“Everyone’s best guess is thirty.”


	“A thirty-year old with a couple of teenage thugs.” She creased her brow. “Did I have sex with them? Was I raped?”


	Doctor Harrison shook his head. “No. No such evidence.”


	“I was checked?”


	“Yes.”


	“That’s strange.”


	The doctor cleared his throat.


	She turned her head and looked at him. “What?”


	He cleared his throat again. “What do you mean, what?”


	“I mean, there’s something else. Something to do with my sex and rape question.”


	“For a woman who has no memory, you have an amazing power of observation.”


	“You’re avoiding the question.”


	“Okay.” He chuckled. “I’m supposed to do all the question asking. You’ve got me all turned around. A beautiful woman can do that sort of thing to a man.”


	“You know what they say about flattery. You’re still avoiding the question.” 


	He laughed again. “Yes, I suppose I am. It seems that you’re also an anomaly in today’s world.”


	“Yes?” she urged. 


	“You’re a virgin.”


	A smile rose in the corners of her mouth. “You’re kidding!”


	“I’m very serious.”


	“No wonder I’m forgetting my past.”


	He raised his eyebrows and smiled.


	“Really. There must have been something wrong with me, or I was a nun or something. It also means I wasn’t married. Thirty years old and never had sex. That’s got to say something.”


	“True, but what?”


	“I don’t know. I’ll think on it. Right now I’m getting really tired.”


	“I’ll leave you so you can rest.” He stood and then pulled a small note pad from his pocket. “Before I go, I’d like to try a quick experiment.”


	She sighed. “Okay.” 


	“This is both a test of your mental ability and your reading ability.” He tore the top sheet of paper from the pad. “I’ve written down a column of ten numbers. I’d like you to add them for me.” He handed it to her.


	She handed it back with barely a glance. “Give me something harder than that. The total is fifty-seven.”


	“Okay. I expected such.” He tore off the next sheet and handed it to her. “Try two digit numbers.


	She looked at it for maybe a second longer and then said, “Four hundred and thirty-three.”


	“All right, let’s go to four digits. Seven of them.”


	She barely had her eyes on the sheet of note paper when she said, “Thirty-eight thousand seven hundred and three.”


	“One more.” He pulled a pen from a pocket and began writing numbers on the note pad. He didn’t come prepared to do anything larger than four digits, but she had his curiosity up. He said the numbers out loud as he wrote them down. “Forty-five thousand three hundred forty-five, one hundred twenty-three thousand nine hundred eighty-seven, six thousand seven hundred eighty-six, ninety-eight thousand two hundred thirty-four, seven hundred twenty-nine thousand four hundred fifty nine, six hundred ninety-two, seventy-seven thousand seven hundred eighty-seven.”


	He tore off the sheet of paper and started to hand it to her. “One million eighty-two thousand two hundred ninety,” she said without taking it.


	He blinked at her and then, at the top of the piece of notepaper, wrote the number she gave him. He then proceeded to add the numbers. When he was done he said, “I get three hundred ninety, not two hundred ninety.”


	“You’d better add again. It’s obvious you made an error.”


	“You’re certain of that?”


	“As certain as I am that I’m Jane Doe.”


	He laughed and said, “You have a sense of humor.” He added the numbers again and then said, “Yes. You’re right of course.” He put the note pad and all the sheets into his pocket. “Very interesting. I can see you’re on the edge of blinking out on me and yet you managed to add these as fast as I could write them down.”


	“Yes, very interesting,” she said, and closed her eyes.


	“I’ll go now and let you rest.”


	“Bye,” she said without opening her eyes. 


	A math whiz and a virgin, she thought. I’m a freak with a sense of humor.




Chapter 6


	On the morning of August 18th Jane Doe was certain she was ready to tackle the world. She consumed a real breakfast, although she had to leave three-quarters of it on her plate. 


	“You haven’t eaten in four months,” Nurse Wood said when she showed up to take Jane to a press conference. “Your stomach is probably the size of a walnut." She put a cover over the plate. "It'll be here when you come back.” 


	Jane was told that this press conference would be without the press, that a real press conference would take place once the word got out that the mystery lady who had been in a coma for four months has awaken. This meeting was open only to hospital staff. It was fun and she found that they were all rooting for her recovery. Many told her afterwards that if they could be of any help, they would be there for her. The ordeal left her exhausted and limp.


	Back in her room she gorged herself on three more forkfuls of breakfast and then lay her head back to rest from the total effort to move the fork from the tray to her mouth. 


	When Jane awoke a white giant was looming over her. He rolled her food tray aside and plucked the fork from where it rested on her chest. “I’m Raymond McDaniels,” the giant said. “You and I are going to get physical.” His voice matched his physique. A chill ran down her spine, where it turned into a tingle. A handsome giant, Jane thought. She actually considered pinching herself to see if she was awake. Instead she said, “Okay.”


	“I’m your physical therapist. You can call me, Ray.” 


	“Okay, Ray.”


	“Before you know it you’ll be running the Iron Man Triathlon.”


	“How about we get me ready, but then how about I don’t?”


	“Fair enough,” he said, adding a giant sort of chuckle. He then picked her up like she was no more than a child, and placed her into the wheelchair. He handed her the water bottle and said, “Your job is to hold onto this.” He unlocked her wheels and pushed her to the elevator.


	While Raymond McDaniels filled out a form, Jane looked over the physical therapy equipment she was about to be subjected to, a bit apprehensive of what she was capable of doing. He finished and pushed the clipboard aside. Even sitting down, he towered over her. “All we’re going to do today is a little bit of stationary exercises, mainly designed to see what you can do and to set your base point. We don’t want to overstress your muscles. What we want to do is wake them up slowly, let them adjust to their role in your life; however, I’m a believer of the adage, no pain, no gain. But we’ll keep the pain to a minimum for a while.”


	“That would be nice.”


	She wanted to walk that day, but in the end she was glad she didn’t try. She was totally exhausted from repetitious movement of her arms and legs, turning her head and then her upper body back and forth and then trying to squeeze a rubber ball. 


	When she asked when she would get to walk, he said, “First we have to strengthen your arms enough that you can hold yourself up on the bars.” When she thought he wasn’t looking she tried to lift herself off her seat in the wheelchair and discovered she couldn’t do it. She couldn’t believe how totally gone her strength was. 


	And then the session was over. He came for her again that afternoon and then twice each day for the next four. She was frustrated with her progress but he seemed pleased. She wanted so badly to walk, but he kept saying, “You’re not ready yet.”


	It was just after lunch and a nap on day six when Dean Mack from public relations came in. She had waited all morning for Ray and was quite disappointed that he hadn’t showed. She had briefly met Mr. Mack at the gathering of hospital employees the day after she woke up and found him a bit too slick for her liking. Maybe slick was a prerequisite for the job.


	“Good afternoon, Ms. Doe.”


	“I was expecting Ray,” Jane said.


	“Today is his day off. Instead of physical therapy you’re going to have a short press conference?”


	“Press conference! You mean with reporters this time?”


	“Yes. Just a few. One television and two newspapers. If we wait too much longer there’ll be a mob. We keep it small and you’ve done your duty.”


	“I guess. But I look a fright.” At that Nurse Wood and Sally came in. Sally was pushing a cart. Jane spotted a blow-dryer and a curling iron. Nurse Wood was carrying a newspaper and a fluffy, white bathrobe.


	Mack said, “I think you’re in line for a fifteen minute makeover or some such thing. I’m sure you’ve met Sally. She’s one of our finest volunteers. This is what she does for Valley Medical guests.”


	“Sally and I met the day I woke up.”


	“I just happened to be passing by,” Sally said. “Just think of me as your stylist on wheels. When I’m though with you, you’ll be ready for the prom.”


	“In a bathrobe?”


	“For our guests,” Dean Mack said, “that’s the formal dress of the day.”


	Jane held up her hand, which was much easier to do now. “Okay, seriously, what am I going to say to these reporters?”


	“Let them ask the questions and you just answer what you know.”


	“Which is nothing.”


	“That’s fine. They’ll get some pictures and some video footage and be happy to fill a little space in their columns, or thirty seconds on the air. You’re a story of interest, no matter what you say.”


	“I’d say I’ve never been a story of interest before, but then, I don’t really know what I’ve been. Hell, maybe I’m a movie star. Is there one missing?”


	Dean Mack laughed. “Please! Don’t give them an idea like that. You’d be hounded. The tabloids would turn you into who knows who, and the hospital would have to put on extra security.”


	“I’m only kidding.”


	Mack got serious. “I’m not. Don’t bring the idea up again.”


	“Okay!”


	“I’ll be back to get you in thirty minutes.”


	After he left, Nurse Wood said, “You sure got his back up.”


	“Didn’t mean to.”


	“He might say you can say whatever you want, but you can rest assured he’ll be standing right next to you, pulling on your vocal strings and trying to tell the press what and what not to print.”


	“We don’t have much time,” Sally said. “Can we get started?”


	“I’m all yours,” Jane said as she moved to the edge of the bed and then plopped into the wheelchair.


	“We don’t have time to wash and blow dry, so a curling iron and hair spray will have to do. What kind of makeup do you normally wear?”


	Jane sat with that thought for a moment.


	“Sorry,” Sally corrected. “You probably don’t remember, do you?”


	“Actually, I don’t think I wore much makeup.”


	“Oh! That certainly eliminates the movie star theory.”


	They all laughed, Nurse Wood left, and Jane and Sally went to work.


	When Jane showed up at the press conference under the push-power of Dean Mack, there was an additional television station represented. The first words were from Dean Mack. “I’ve given you all a brief statement of Ms. Doe’s condition, so questions as to who she is are useless at this point. She does not have recollection of any part of her life prior to the accident on April 8th. Dental records and fingerprints have turned up nothing and due to the necessary reconstructive surgery to her face, we have no idea what she looked like before the accident. As you can see, the surgery was quite successful.”


	Jane smiled toward the small array of cameras.


	“Ms. Doe,” a woman in a blue blazer said. “I’m Hope Lawrence from UPN 13. Ms. Doe feels odd. Is there something else you’d rather be called?”


	“Jane will do just fine.”


	“Jane.” Hope grinned. “So, I’ve read a little about your condition, retrograde amnesia, and if I understand it right, in a case where you remember so little, you should also be lacking in verbal and writing skills. The rumor has it that is not the case, that you are very quick verbally and in fact remember much about the time before April 8. What do you really remember?”


	“The rumor is correct. I remember everything except me and anything associated with me.”


	“Jane,” said a gentleman with a camera slung off his shoulder. “Your injuries were rather extensive when you were brought in. How do you feel now?”


	“I’m very weak. I was asleep 131 days so my body is still trying to recover. That’s the reason for the wheelchair. I’m not allowed to walk under my own power yet. As far as the injuries, other than stiffness in a few joints, I feel okay.”


	“The two men who were with you in the accident,” said a second reporter. “What do you remember about them?”


	“Let me make a blanket statement that hopefully will cover a number of your questions. The fact that I have no memory of my life before April 8 is a bit inaccurate. Actually my memory goes back no further than August 17 when I woke up here in the hospital. I don’t recall the accident, nor the men who were in the vehicle with me, nor the vehicle, nor how I got in the vehicle, nor how I knew these men, nor anything about who I was, where I lived, where I worked, who my family was, and so on.”


	“Then tell us what you do remember.”


	“Imagine taking away memories of yourself—erasing who you are—and leaving everything else. That means you would still know about what was going on in the news, movies, books . . .” She paused. 


	“You were going to say something else?”


	“I don’t remember shopping, or going to restaurants, although I’m sure I must have. That’s really how it is with everything, I guess. I know of the existence of Wal-Mart, and Sears, and Barnes & Noble, and so on, but I don’t picture myself actually being in one of them. Bookstores strongly come to mind. I must have been an avid reader.”


	The television reporter, Hope, said, “Back to the two men who were in the GMC Safari with you. They were found to be of less than reputable character. What do you think that says about who you were?”


	“I . . . I . . . ah . . .” Jane’s mouth suddenly went dry. The question scared her, especially when she had just finished reading about the accident and the follow-up investigation while Sally was doing her hair. Nurse Wood had left her with the newspaper from April 9th. She had the same question. What was she doing with these men?


	“Alcohol and drugs were found in the van.”


	Dan Mack stepped forward. “I must remind you that there was not the slightest trace of drugs or alcohol found in Ms. Doe’s blood stream. If you begin accusing her of something against which she is incapable of defending herself, I will end this news conference.”


	There was no comment from the news galley.


	“How about some photographs. I’m sure Ms. Doe wouldn’t mind posing.”


	Actually, Ms. Doe would like to leave this room, Jane thought. Mack moved her wheelchair into a different position and then the cameras started clicking. Hope Lawrence sat down about five feet away and watched while the cameramen worked, not saying a word. She made Jane nervous. When Hope suddenly moved closer and opened her mouth to speak, Jane realized that the newscaster had been waiting for Dean Mack to move out of earshot.


	Hope’s voice was low, with a friendly but to-the-point edge. “Jane. This all seems rather convenient, don’t you think? Since no one knows who you were, and apparently there is no way to find out, it’s a great time to become someone else. A new name, a new face . . .”
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