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Chapter One



“Here’s your receipt, Mr. Teslar. Twenty-thousand dollars.” The pretty girl at the desk flashed Oscar a bright smile as she handed him a slip of paper.

A wiry man with gray hair gave Oscar a pat on the back, “Welcome to the club, Oscar. Glad to have you.”

As Oscar tucked the receipt into his wallet, he said, “Thanks, Pete. I’m excited to be here as a full member now. And you can bet we’re going to get that trophy back from McKenna and his buddy next summer.”

Pete grinned, “Oh, I’m counting on it. We’ll start practicing this very weekend.” The wiry man started heading toward the club lounge, pulling Oscar along with him, “C’mon, let’s grab a quick drink to celebrate before I head home to the wife.” Then he stopped suddenly and reached into his pocket. He pulled out his phone and looked at it. “Ah, geez, I gotta take this.” He motioned Oscar to keep going, saying, “Order for me. Scotch rocks. Be there in a few.”

Oscar made his way on into the club lounge, feeling his oats a bit as he looked around. Yeah, he was really moving up in the world now. He’d been wanting to do something like this for a long time, but with three kids in prep school, one at an ivy league university, and two alimony checks to write every month, even his salary could get a little tight.

He ordered two scotches at the bar, then leaned against it, taking in the scenery. Pretty place, full of pretty people. Like that little blonde over there, flitting around from person to person. She looked familiar. He scrunched up his forehead a moment. Who was she?

A voice called to her from across the room, “Maggie! Sweetheart!”

Sure, Maggie, that was it. Shawn McKenna’s wife. Maybe he’d say hello, tell her the good news about him joining the club. Let Shawn start sweating in his golf shoes this very evening. Oscar was about to head that way when he saw the person who had called out to Maggie—a tall, lanky Latino. Oh, yeah, Nic. Nic Remedian. The guy who’d played as Shawn’s partner and helped beat the pulp out of Oscar and Pete last summer. And the guy Theo had stabbed in the back. Literally. Looked like he’d made a full recovery.

Nic caught up to Maggie and kissed her on both cheeks. She pointed him to a table, and he pulled a chair out for her, before sitting himself. In another moment, they had their heads together, speaking very seriously in low voices.

Hmm, maybe he shouldn’t interrupt them. They looked pretty involved. Might be a bit awkward. After all, where was Shawn, and oh, wait a minute—was Nic still dating Josie Natale? If he was, then...

Shit, there they were. Josie and Shawn. Just walked in together. Looked like they were coming from a business meeting or something. Oscar quickly stepped around the bar, plastering himself behind a fluffy potted ficus.

“Hey there, gorgeous!” Shawn leaned over his wife, enthusiastically smashing his face into her neck. She laughed and pushed him away.

Nic, meanwhile, rose and graciously greeted Josie with a quick kiss on the cheek. Then he took her bag from her and helped her off with her coat.

Oscar peered at them between the leaves. Well, the girl looked healthy enough, maybe a little tired. Had she lost some weight? He didn’t remember her being so thin. She’d always been more of the curvy, Mediterranean type.

He reached behind the plant and grabbed his scotch off the bar. He took a big swallow. Sheesh, what was he thinking, joining this club? He knew Shawn and Josie were friends; heck, he could run into her anytime. So far, it appeared she hadn’t remembered anything about her five days in the mountains. Would Oscar’s bald head be the thing that finally triggered her memory? Would she take one look at him and the whole thing come flooding back? He wondered if it was too late to get his twenty-thousand dollars back.

Oscar took another big pull off the scotch. Gary had assured him, over and over, that Josie would never remember anything that happened in the mountains. Twilex disconnects the memory-making machinery, he’d said. Even though she’d looked right at them, she could never recall any of it. Yep, that’s what Gary said.

But Gary said a lot of things. Like that no one was ever going to get hurt.

That was before Shawn McKenna’s sister got her head bashed into a wall. And Theo? Well, that crazy little bastard was six feet under with two bullet holes in his belly. And now his scary big brother John was pissed off at the world, because baby bro was dead.

Oscar threw back another swig. Then he thought about Gary telling him how he’d pumped Josie full of his little brain beverage for three extra days, just to see how she’d react to it. Apparently, he was fascinated with the way the drug worked on her, or failed to work on her, the way it did most people. He said he’d never seen anybody wake up, sit up, and open their eyes while under Twilex sedation before.

Yeah, right. Or maybe he was just trying to make sure she’d never be able to add two and two again. Oscar was just sick about it. It was one thing to keep her doped up until they could figure out what to do with her, but once they’d executed their plan, they were supposed to let her go. Geez, her family and friends must have been frantic.

It had taken them a while just to come up with a decent plan in the first place, including convincing Gary that the logical choice was to rid the world of an unbalanced nut case who could rat them out, as opposed to letting the unbalanced nut case murder his pretty kidnap victim, the way Gary had suggested it ought to go down. Gary was only kidding about that, of course. Well, Oscar was pretty sure he was, anyway.

Oscar felt the beginnings of a migraine knocking at his skull. He drained his glass and traded it out for Pete’s. He took a sip, then furtively scanned the perimeter. Was there any way out of here without them seeing him? Maybe they’d just have a quick drink and then head out. Or maybe they’d sit here and have a five-course meal together.

He looked back over his shoulder. Hmm, there was a door leading out to the lakeside veranda. He’d never been on that side. Was there any way down from there? Besides jumping, that is.

“So, would you like to hear about our specials this evening?”

Oh crap. Waiter. They were staying for dinner. Oscar needed to get the heck out of there. Now. He took another swallow, then set the drink down. He waited until they were all focused on the waiter’s description of some elaborate seafood entree and made a dash for the door.

He looked back through the window once he was outside. Whew. No one had noticed him. Now if he could just figure a way off the third story balcony that didn’t involve acrobatics. Wasn’t there a staircase somewhere? He headed toward the nearer end of the veranda. Nope. Dead end. Nice little view of the lake, though.

He turned and started back in the other direction. Ah, sure, he could see it now. Way down at the other end was a staircase to the ground floor. He picked up his pace. Just as he passed the door, however, BAM! It swung out toward him, a long arm pushing it open. Two voices, a man’s and a woman’s, simultaneously threw out apologies.

“Oh, excuse me, sir. It is dark, I did not see you.”

“Me, either, so sor—Oscar? Oscar Teslar?”

Holy Mother. Josie and Nic.

Nic let the door close behind them, then stuck his hand out toward Oscar. “Well, Oscar, what a pleasant surprise. Good to see you again. I heard a rumor that you were joining this club.”

Oscar did his best to recover, shaking Nic’s hand and mumbling a greeting.

Then Josie smiled at him. “Yes, nice to see you, Oscar. It’s been a while. I honestly don’t remember when...” She wrinkled up her nose a moment and appeared to be trying to recall their last encounter.

Oscar felt the beads of sweat gathering on his head. He hoped the low lighting would prevent their noticing it as well.

“Oh, wait, I know!” Josie snapped her fingers and pointed at him.

Oscar had never been a praying man, but now seemed like a good time to start.

“It was that meeting at Bennington-Hammond. You remember—sometime last spring? We were trying to come up with a new protocol for their failed acne medicine.”

At the moment, Oscar could barely recall his own name, let alone a meeting six months before, but he decided it was best to play along. “Yeah, sure. I remember. Last spring.”

Nic spoke up then, “Listen, Oscar, Shawn McKenna and his wife are inside. We are all having dinner together. Would you care to join us?”

Josie piped up, grinning, “Oh, please do. I’m sure Shawn would love to torture you about the golf championship.”

Oscar studied her face. Nope, not a flicker of insincerity. Her smile was genuine, even warm. “O-oh, no, thanks. Really. Maybe next time. But please tell the McKennas I said hello.” He gave them a quick wave, then practically bolted to the far end of the veranda.

He more or less ran all the way to his car. Despite the dipping temperature, he was sweating by the time he got there. He sat down behind the wheel and dabbed his brow. Damn, that was stressful, but...it looked like Gary was right about this one. Josie had no idea when or where she’d really seen Oscar last. No recollection of being conked out in his van, or in a motel room with her lovesick ex, or in some freaky mansion full of religious fanatics. And not a flippin’ clue that Oscar was one of several people who’d conspired to, and apparently, succeeded in mutilating her memory banks.



# # #



Roses, roses everywhere. Smell them, mmm. Nic’s purple roses—twelve dozen. A bathtub full of purple roses. With sharp thorns, poking into her wrists. Twelve dozen sharp thorns.

“Want some chocolate, Josie?”

Huh? Who said that? Couldn’t see him, but she could hear him.

“Have a piece, Josie. Go ahead. Do it.”

She did like chocolate. But she didn’t like him. Him who?

“Do it, Josie. And leave them under my tree.”

Gary Goldman—nightmare! Josie, wake up!

“Huh!” Josie sat up with a gasp. She opened her eyes in the dark. In through the nose and out through the mouth. Gary Goldman? Was that him talking? In through the nose and out through the mouth. She’d never actually seen him. Only heard the voice. In through the nose and out through the mouth. She was getting pretty skillful with that breathing technique.

Good thing, too, because she was having these dreams—well, okay, that one was a nightmare—almost every night. Sometimes several a night. Seemed like she was sleeping constantly, and yet, never felt rested. Making it really hard to think, work, concentrate anymore. ’Bout driving her crazy.

She looked over at Nic. Z’ing like a baby. And he looked so good—big and solid and warm. She ran her hand through his hair. She used to be able to snuggle up to him and be out like a light in a minute. But with all these crazy images in her head? Seemed like the minute she closed her eyes, her brain was wide awake.

She dragged herself out of bed, wandered out into the sitting room, and plopped on the couch. Gary—why? It made no sense. She hadn’t thought about him in ages. Well, other than that stupid wink at the airport, and Nic had crushed that like a bug. Ugh, she was too tired to think about it. All she wanted was to be sound asleep, back in there with Nic.

Josie’s eyes drifted down the hallway toward the storeroom. She did have that enormous box of Twilinol samples in there. Why not take a couple? Just this once. She didn’t have to be anywhere tomorrow. Oh, sure, she knew about the nightmares and the memory problems and all that, but her own research had showed that that was only with extended or excessive use, and hell, she was already having nightmares, so it couldn’t get any worse, right? And besides, that crazy stuff didn’t happen to everyone. In fact, they never really figured out what it was that caused some people to react badly to the drug, while others could use it for months with no problem. If Gary had been a reasonable person and taken Josie’s advice, maybe they would have solved that little mystery, and made him a billionaire like Fred McGuire.

Josie got up, walked down to the storeroom, and got herself a packet of Twi’s. She poured a glass of water at the kitchen sink. She popped the pills in her mouth and threw back a little water. Down they went. Well, no, not quite. In fact, uck. Ack! Caught! She started choking, gagging. What was going on? She’d never had trouble swallowing pills before. Her breath caught. Her eyes teared. Her throat seized up. The pills wouldn’t come up, and they wouldn’t go down.

Then—Theo’s face. Right there in front of her. Mean. Scary. One hand on her throat, her jaw, pressing hard. Then the other, his fingers—in her mouth. No, no! Stop it! What was he doing?

Ack—blood! She could taste blood. Nic’s blood. In her mouth. Choking her. Gagging her. Stop it, Theo! STOP IT!

Ptew! They were out. The two little pills, soft and soggy, melting in the sink. Josie gripped the edge of the sink, her hands shaking, her knees weak. Little beads of sweat popping out all over. She turned the water on and washed the pills down the drain. She splashed a little water on her face.

What the hell just happened? What was that? A memory? A flashback? Or just her imagination?

She decided to try again, but this time, she dissolved the capsules into a bit of wine to mask the bitter taste and drank it slowly. Just as she was finishing, a sleepy, disheveled Nic stumbled out of the bedroom and came toward her. “Honey? You okay? Why are you up?”

Good question. Why had she gotten up? Could’ve avoided that whole nasty flashback-thingy-doodle, if she’d just stayed in bed, for heaven’s sake. Stayed with Nic. Stayed safe.

She gave him a weak smile. “Uh, I was thirsty?”

Nic took the wine glass from her hand, set it on the counter, and led her away. “Come on, sweetheart. I cannot sleep when you are gone.”

She crawled back in with him and snuggled up. Mmm. Big, warm chest. His arm wrapped automatically around her, pulling her in. His leg did the same. The clock read two forty-five. Nic’s wonderful masculine smell and his deep rhythmic breathing. Two forty-eight. No more Theo. No more choking. No more shaking. Two fifty-one. No more anything.



# # #



“They did what???” Despite the chill in the air, Oscar Teslar felt his temperature rising.

Gary shrugged, drawing on his cigarette as he did so. “I told you—they had a little mix-up with the chemicals. Come on, Oscar, they’re not really trained scientists. You can’t expect them to be perfect.”

Oscar could feel the heat rushing to his head, “Are you kidding me, Gar? I thought you showed them how to do it. They could kill someone with a bad mix.”

Gary snuffed his butt out in the large sand-filled urn on Oscar’s front porch, then gave Oscar a lopsided smile. “Be serious. The odds of that are phenomenally small. Just ask your favorite little statistician. You insisted on keeping her alive for some reason...”

Oscar shook his head and turned to face out over his perfectly landscaped front lawn. From the porch, he could barely see the wrought-iron gates that guarded the entrance to his U-shaped drive. He’d surely need to lock them if any of this ever got out, to keep the angry mob from coming after him.

He turned back to Gary. Oscar had been mostly a silent partner throughout this endeavor, but lately, it had become increasingly necessary for him to speak up. “I don’t care if it’s one in a million, Gary. We’ve got to get that bad batch back. It’s my company’s name on those bottles. I’m not going down for this.”

“Fine. Whatever. I’ll talk to John. We’ll figure out where it went and straighten it out.” Gary stepped off the porch, climbed into his car and took off without another word.

Oscar turned to go back inside and caught sight of his reflection in the storm door. Good thing he was a cue-ball; if he had any hair, it would have turned pure white by now.



# # #



“So you just stop worrying now, Rosa. I’m totally fine. I feel great. I’ll be in to see you guys next week, okay?”

“All right, niña. Thank you for calling, honey. I will finally be able to sleep at night again.”

Rosa Toral hung up the phone in her cheerily appointed office and said a little prayer of thanks. Their dear Josephina was back home safely, and that stupid ex-boyfriend of hers could never hurt anyone again. She knew it was wrong to be happy that someone was dead, but she couldn’t help herself. She made a mental note to stop by the confessional after church on Sunday, then turned her attention back to the office bookkeeping.

There were bills to pay and supplies to order, and more of those reports to fill out for clinical studies they were participating in, like Progestilone. Once Josie had pointed out the increase in adverse events related to Progestilone, she and Beni had started to notice it themselves. He was seriously considering pulling out of those studies. It just wasn’t worth the risk to their patients, nor to their practices. Yet, there were patients who were benefiting from the drug and from receiving free services. It was a complicated decision.

Rosa headed down the hall to grab the latest files for review. “Luna, where is Beni? I need today’s case report forms.”

The nurse looked up from her computer screen to answer. “Oh, he’s in with Mrs. Grayson right now. She came in for her fifth and final treatment, so we’ll have her forms in a bit, but here, he left the ones from earlier today.” Rosa took the stack of folders and started back down the hall. She opened up the first one and started reading as she walked. In the patient comment section, this one was going on and on about how much she loved the Progestilone treatment for her joints. She said she hadn’t felt that good in ten years. It would certainly be a shame for her to have to discontinue it.

“Rosa! Luna!” Beni’s head came popping out of the exam room. He was clearly frantic. “Get me an epi! NOW! Mrs. Grayson is going into anaphylaxis!”

Rosa took off for the storeroom, but Luna beat her to it. She was already coming back down the hall with the syringe in her hand. She handed it to Beni, and he disappeared into the exam room again. Rosa could hear Mrs. Grayson’s labored, panicked wheezing, then, after a moment, the sound of deeper, clearer breaths. Rosa waited anxiously in the hallway while Beni checked her over.

When he was done, he stepped out of the room, leaving the patient with Luna. He pulled Rosa back into her office and closed the door. His face was flushed and perspiring. “Madre de Dios,” he said, wiping the sweat from his brow. “I don’t understand. She has been receiving Progestilone treatments for months now. Why would she suddenly have a reaction like that? She is certainly not allergic to the drug. It has been working wonderfully for her. I just don’t get it.”

“I don’t, either. Nothing has changed. We are using all the same suppliers. Is it possible for someone to develop an allergy to something out of the blue?”

“Well, yes, it does happen, but...” He shook his head. “After responding so well to it for so long, and then to have a completely opposite reaction. It just seems so unlikely.”

Rosa said her second little prayer for the day. “I am just thankful she had the reaction while she was still in the office and not in the car or at home.”

“Amen to that, Rosie.”

“Beni...do you think we should mention this one to Josie? You know how interested she was in looking into these unusual adverse events.”

Beni gave it a moment’s thought. “I don’t know, Rosie. Josephina has been through so much lately. I don’t want to trouble her.”

Rosa cocked an eyebrow at him, “You have been talking to Nicolas, no? You men are all alike. We women are not babies who need coddling.” She reached for the phone.

Beni placed a hand over hers to stop her. “Please, Rosa, he asked me not to. He says she just needs some time to recover, eh?”

She narrowed her eyes at him, but acquiesced. “Fine. I suppose it can wait a few days.”










Chapter Two


“Yeah, Robert, see you around nine, okay? Yeah, I will—I think it will be fine. She is doing better. Okay, bye.” Nic hung up with his friend Robert and glanced through the bedroom doors to see Josie still sound asleep. Of course it would be fine, she was doing better. She still wasn’t eating much, but he had only woken up once or twice this past week to find her out of bed.

Yeah, she was sleeping like a baby. Very much like a baby, in fact—twelve, fourteen hours a day. She seemed to need it, though. Always exhausted. Maybe those drugs were very stressful on the body. Maybe kidnapping was. Or maybe whatever Theo and his stupid friends did to her was. Nic shook his head out. He couldn’t think about it.

Anyway, there were other things to worry about today. Beni Toral had called him at five thirty this morning. Nic had been up, of course, but surprised anybody else was. Seemed the matchmaker’s swank downtown Raleigh office had been broken into during the night. The security camera caught a large hooded man smashing through the lab door, but then he sprayed the camera. Oddly, nothing was taken. The cardkey entrance to the building had been sledgehammered, which had set off the alarms, but by the time the security company arrived, which took only a few minutes, the guy was gone.

Since Beni had a number of Progestilone trials going on through that office—menopause, arthritis, etc.—the whole thing struck Nic as suspicious. And Robert agreed. He and Shawn had been bugging Nic to involve Josie in all this, and Robert had suggested that Nic should drag her along today to look at Beni’s data files to see if anything had been tampered with. Nic wasn’t thrilled with the idea, but he liked it better than leaving her alone in the condo all day, so he agreed.

He headed on into the bedroom and over to the dresser to start filling his pockets. Swiss Army knife, glasses, wallet...

CHISH-SH-SH-SH!

Water running down the drain and a strong scent of roses in the air. Josie was cold and naked and wet. And she couldn’t do anything about it. She couldn’t move. Then someone threw something over her, covered her in chocolate. Soft, warm chocolate. And then she was being carried. All snuggled up, in big, strong arms. Like a baby. Ah, that felt so much better.

CHISH-SH-SH-SH!

Josie sat straight up in bed. Nic came over quickly, sat down next to her, and gestured toward the dresser. “Oh, honey, I am sorry. I did not mean to wake you. What a klutz.” She looked where he indicated and saw the dish of change he emptied his pockets into every night, knocked over, and coins spilled out all over the floor. She stared at him, feeling confused and disoriented. She looked at the clock. Six forty-five. Yikes—rough night. Last dose of Twilinol at what? Four thirty? After waking up twice with crazy, disturbing dreams, a packet of Twilinol in a glass of wine had gotten her quickly back into bed each time. Better than being up all night, right?

Nic touched her chin, “Okay, honey?” He studied her, brushing some hair back from her face. Josie nodded, so he smiled and handed her a large cappuccino from the bedside table. “I got this for you. Now you can have it while it is still nice and hot.”

She gave him a small smile in return. Clearly, he was trying to avoid her early AM crab-fest; she could just as easily have had the coffee—nice and hot—out of the microwave, an hour or two later.

Nic had a dress shirt and slacks on with his tie draped around his neck. Must have to work, so not a good time to tell him about her latest round of crazy dreams. Instead, she said, “You have a meeting? I didn’t think you had any today.”

“I did not. But now I do, and so do you.” Nic was standing at the dresser now, tying his tie. “Get dressed, honey. We’ll get you some breakfast, and then we are going to Beni’s downtown office.”

As she stood in her closet pulling on her navy linen dress, she called out to him, “Is he having a data problem? Why are we both going? Nic, are you still afraid to let me—”

“No, honey. I will tell you about it in the car, okay?” He stuck his head in the closet. “You look lovely, sweetheart.”

She inspected herself in the closet mirror. Oh yeah, sure. Looked like she was wearing a garbage bag. Why was this fitted dress so loose and baggy? How could Nic stand to be seen with her? He always looked like a million bucks in his perfectly tailored suits. Tens of millions, as a matter of fact. She still couldn’t believe she’d forgotten that little factoid. He’d had to remind her of it the day they went to look at the houses. Oh, we’re rich? Sorry, slipped my mind. Sheesh. Must be the fatigue from all these dreams waking her up.

Josie stared out the car window as they headed toward Raleigh. Mid-October, and the leaves were just starting to turn in North Carolina. The reds, yellows, and oranges that dotted the trees were all she really had the energy to think about, but Nic proceeded to give her the rundown on the break-in at Toral’s downtown office. Then, as they entered the city and sat in traffic on the beltline, he gave her the bad news. At least that was the way it sounded when he delivered it, “So listen, honey, I know we have not had a chance to talk about it yet, but, uh, Robert is going to be at Beni’s office today, too.”

Oh, yeah, Robert and Nina and their kids were in town now. They’d sold their house in D.C., and were all crammed in Nic’s place at Triangle Corner while they were looking for a house down here. Nic had been over to see them—he and Robert had been running together a few times at the crack o’ dawn—but Josie still hadn’t had an opportunity to meet Robert yet.

“So...is that gonna be okay, Jos? For you, I mean?”

Huh. Nic seemed concerned. Should Josie be? Couldn’t imagine why. From everything she’d heard, Robert sounded like a swell guy. She’d been looking forward to meeting him for ages. She shrugged. “Sure, sweetie.”

When they first arrived, Robert was already in the lab with Beni, so Nic left Josie in Beni’s office working on his computer and headed back to join them. Josie searched through the data files, but didn’t find anything other than the now-common increase in AE’s. As she sat at Beni’s desk, however, her eyes fell on a glossy ad sheet from Nova-Rexam-Bingall Chemical Company. The sheet was extolling the virtues of their drug adjuvant and showed bottles of it in several different sizes. Hmm, interesting shaped bottles...adjuvant. That sounded familiar. Yes, Shawn had mentioned that to her at some point. Adjuvant was something that was added to injectable drugs at the time of use to alter their properties and make them active. He described it as being similar to that stuff that was mixed with Crazy Glue to make it work. She really didn’t get that, either, but she took his word for it. Shawn was such a geek. He’d gone on to explain that adjuvants were very specific, and using the wrong one could either fail to activate the drug, which would be bad, or activate it in a potentially hazardous manner, which would be worse.

So, could adjuvant type or brand be another variable to consider in the Progestilone mystery? Was there a way to track it? Could she contact the study centers and find out which adjuvants they used with Progestilone? Who their suppliers were? If they had recently switched brands? Shawn would know. She picked up Beni’s phone, dialed Shawn, and got his voice mail. Phooey, she was excited about the possible connection, and she wanted to know. She left him a message to call her back, and quickly typed her thoughts and questions into a file on her laptop.

When she was done, she decided to walk on down to the lab and share her idea with Beni and the guys, and meet Robert. As she approached the lab door with its smashed glass panel, she could hear Beni’s voice inside. “Okay, you guys, I guess we are done in here. Thanks a lot.”

She placed her hand on the knob, but then heard Nic’s voice, “Let’s go find Josie. She must be getting hungry. Or tired. Come on, Robert.”

She backed away from the door to wait for them. She heard Beni ask, “Say, Nic, is she all right? She looks a little, you know, pale, skinny...”

Nic answered, “Oh no, she is all right. Just kind of tired. Since we came back...she does not sleep so well.”

“If she is having trouble sleeping, I can prescribe something for her—”

“No! Uh, that is, I do not think it is a good idea.”

Well now, that was carrying the protective He-Man thing a little too far. Josie could certainly decide for herself what she ought to be taking. She knew a lot more about pharmaceuticals than Nic did. She would have to remember to talk to him about that later. The door opened then and Nic stepped out into the hall with—

“Jack.” The sound of her voice saying his name was drowned out by the sound of her heartbeat pounding in her ears.

Nic and Robert both stopped in their tracks and exchanged a glance. Then Nic stepped to Josie and slid his arm around her waist, giving her a little squeeze. The heartbeat sound dropped off.

Robert gave her a half-smile. “Uh, so I hear. Sorry about that.”

Josie shook her head slowly, looking at him. “No. It’s just...I forgot.”

Nic looked down at her. “Forgot what, honey?”

“I forgot...that I had ever seen him. And that he looked like Jack Starr. I forgot that’s why I ran away.”

“You did?”

“How on Earth did I forget that?”

Robert stepped up to the plate. “Trauma, shock, fear—stuff wreaks havoc on memory formation. Sometimes nothing gets stored, sometimes every minute detail.” Then he shrugged amiably and added, “Glad to discuss it with you sometime if you’d like.”

Oh yeah, Ph.D. in abnormal psychology—Robert was pretty much an expert in that stuff, wasn’t he? Josie gave him a smile, “Thank you, I would like that.”

Robert turned and gave her a profile. “So...how bad is it?”

She couldn’t help but grin. “Well, now that I see you up close...not twins, and the haircut helps, but...you’ve met Nic’s brother Eddie?”

Robert grimaced, “That bad, huh?”

Josie and Nic both laughed, then she stepped to Robert and kissed him on the cheek. “I’m very happy to finally meet you.”

“Same here.” He picked up her left hand and examined the ring. “Geez, some rock, Nic. Looks just right on her, though.”

Josie felt her cheeks flushing, and then Nic’s hand was gently stroking her back, telling her how happy and relieved he was that his fiancée and his best friend seemed to like each other. He slid his hand around to her front and patted her belly. “So honey, were you through? Robert was getting a little hungry. Thought you might be, too. It’s almost twelve.”

Was it really? And she hadn’t even had her mid-morning snack. Ought to be insane with hunger by now, but she wasn’t. What was up with that?


# # #


“Oh look, a frozen custard shop. One of your favorites. Want some, honey?” Nic was pointing about half a block ahead of Josie, Robert, and himself, as they were walking back toward the parking garage after lunch.

“No thanks. I do love it, but I’m too full.” Nic gave her a brief nod, then looked away.

Robert turned to her, “Hey, what happened to that legendary appetite Nic and Nina keep telling me about? Nina said you could eat as much as me.”

“Well, I did have the same as you...”

Robert laughed, “Yeah, but you didn’t eat it.”

Nic put his arm around her shoulder and spoke to Robert, “She has not been eating so much, you know, since...”

She hadn’t? Was he right about that? She hadn’t noticed. Was he counting her calories now, too? Geez. She did have a glass of wine with lunch, though. Maybe that’s why she didn’t eat so much. She gave Nic a weak smile, “Maybe by the time we get there, I’ll have worked up some appetite.”

Nic nodded, but just then, his cell phone could be heard weakly chiming its salsa tune in his pocket. They stopped a moment, so he could pull it out and answer. Almost immediately, he retreated into Spanish with an enormous smile on his face.

After a moment, it dawned on Josie—Carlita’s baby, right? She started tugging at his lapels. “Nic, Nic, is it Carlita? Did she have the baby?” He grinned at her and nodded. “Is she okay? Is he okay? How much does he weigh?”

Nic put his hand on her shoulder to hush her, so he could hear what he was being told, but then slid the phone away from his mouth and reported, “Everyone is fine. Nine-fourteen and twenty-one inches.” He went back to listening, resting his behind against a newspaper box as he did. No doubt there were seventeen people talking to him on the other end.

Josie pulled on his lapel again. “Nine pounds, fourteen ounces?” He nodded again, then dove into a long string of Spanish with the person on the other end of the phone. Josie looked down the length of her modest-sized torso and then over at Robert, “Geez. I hope I don’t have any ten pound babies. I don’t know where I’d put them. Carlita’s tall.”

Robert grinned. “So’s Nic.”

“Oh, come on, let’s go to that custard shop. He’ll be on for hours. There are no short calls from Chile.”

“You’ve noticed that, too, huh?” They started to walk.

“Guess it’s the big family. I can’t relate—only child. How ’bout you? Lots of brothers and sisters?”

“Me? No. Only child, too, far as I know.”

“Far as you...” Josie gave him a quizzical look.

“Uh, well, my mom was killed when I was pretty young. Never really knew my dad, so...ya know...could be...”

“Oh. Sure. Well, I have kind of a crazy family, too.” She was thoughtful for a moment, then added, “Maybe that’s why we’re both drawn to Nic. Looking for something we never had.”

“Hey, I thought I was the one with the psychology degree here.”

They both laughed and looked back down the street where Nic was still animatedly talking on his phone, then Robert turned in toward the custard shop. Josie was about to follow when her own phone started ringing in her bag. “Oh, that might be Shawn. I need to ask him something.” She started digging through the items in her bag.

Robert turned around. “What’s that, Josie?”

“Uh, my phone. Probably Shawn.” The awning of the shop was creating a shadow, making it hard to see inside her bag. She stepped nearer the curb for better light. She plunged her hand down into the bag and grasped the phone, then yanked it out. Oops. A spare battery came flying out with it. Ka-bloop. Right out into the street. She followed after it.

“Did you drop something?” It was Robert, coming after her.

“Oh, I’ll get it.” She flipped open her phone case. One second too late. Cripes. Would she ever not be a cell phone loser? She closed it again and stepped off the curb. Then she took two or three steps more and squatted down to grab the spare battery. Oops—she dropped the cell phone in the process. What a klutz! She tried again. Got them both that time.

“Josie, look out!”

Huh? It was Robert again. Whatever was he talking about? Josie stood and looked to her right, then to her left. Uh-oh—bus. Big ol’ honkin’ city bus. Literally—honking, that is. At her. And heading straight toward her. Be there in another second. Flatten her like a blueberry pancake. She needed to move. Fast.

She shifted her weight. Shifted her focus. Across the street, that’s where she’d go. But over there—a pair of pedestrians. Just coming out of an office building. Young girl, seven or eight, with long, dark hair. With an older woman, red-haired, in a white uniform. The older woman noticed Josie. Her eyes flew wide. So did Josie’s. The woman froze. So did Josie.

Robert’s voice reached Josie’s ears, from just a little ways behind her, “Josie, MOVE!”

A little girl. And a...nurse. With red hair. And a loud honking bus. And from some distance off, Nic’s voice, roaring, “JO-SIE!”

A nurse. With red hair. And sharp needles.

THWUMP!

A powerful impact sent Josie flying. Then another, as she met the Earth. A blast of air swept over her legs and up the skirt of the navy linen dress. The smell of tar greeted her nostrils, and the feel of gravel grated her cheek. Her
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