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      I’ve taken poetic license in describing the clinical trial depicted in this book including the way the trial was conducted. It is not based on any current or real clinical trial and is purely fictional.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Thanks for taking care of them.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I had my first shot today.”

      “Did it work?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      After recording what I could, I tried to sleep but found I needed to keep the light on at its lowest setting to mimic a nightlight. In just a few hours, I would be meeting with the five other people involved in the Memory Maker’s clinical trial. Up until now, I’d spent all my time with Dr. Murray except for today when I’d met Nurse Hanover who’d given me my first shot. She was just as robotlike as him and reiterated that I probably wouldn’t remember much until I’d received all three injections. Part of me still wanted to back out, afraid of what I would learn if the Memory Maker’s drug proved to be effective in bringing back my memories. At the same time, I wanted to know more than anything who the shadowed man with the hairy hands was who appeared in my dreams and who’d killed Patty, ruined my life, and broken up my family.
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      I splashed some water on my face in the bathroom to help wake up. I had nearly a half hour to get to Memory Makers for my group orientation. I finished dressing and packed my journals that Dr. Murray would review. I felt a quiver in my stomach. My nerves were acting up. It wasn’t only in response to last night’s dream. I had yet to meet my fellow trial participants. I had no idea what to expect. I pictured elderly men and women who were fighting dementia and Alzheimer’s. None of them would have much in common with me.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Interesting. You recalled a bit more.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I’m sorry.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Then why do they have us eat together?”

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

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

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

      “What do you mean?”

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

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

      “I don’t understand.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

      “You’re kidding,” I was surprised.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Murray took Bill’s seat and ate with us watching while Nurse Hanover cut Virginia’s food into tiny pieces. How the old woman managed to eat after her scare, I had no idea. The rest of our group seemed to have lost their appetites. Bill stood watching from the opposite side of the room. I felt sorry for him but even sorrier for the nurse.
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