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CHAPTER 1

 

A normal woman, when meeting her boyfriend’s parents, would worry about them liking her. She would worry about saying the wrong thing. About getting spinach caught in her teeth. You know, normal kinds of things.

A not-so-normal woman might worry about getting toilet paper stuck to her shoe. Or maybe sporting a visible wedgie. You know, not-so-normal kinds of things.

But Piper hadn’t worried about any of that. In fact, her first meeting with Peter’s parents had gone off without a hitch. She had eaten two servings of Peter’s mother’s tater tot casserole, which contained no spinach or anything that could get caught between Piper’s teeth. She hadn’t mentioned politics or religion or even an off-color anecdote about her past, probably because Piper suffered from amnesia and didn’t remember any anecdotes, off-color or not, about her past.

No wedgies.

No toilet paper.

But Piper wasn’t a normal person. 

Piper wasn’t a not-so-normal person, either.

Piper was an off-the-charts abnormal person. Nothing about her life since she had woken up in a tunnel, naked and alone, with no memories at all, had been the slightest bit normal.

So, she should have been worried about meeting Peter’s parents. She should have been worried about everything.

Everything.

Every last thing.

She should have worried about an alien invasion at the kitchen table. She should have worried about flesh-eating bacteria on the chairs getting the backs of her thighs. She should have worried about giant mosquitoes sucking out her brain while she composed compliments about the wallpaper.

And she should have never gone to the bathroom.

Never.

She should have crossed her legs and suffered in silence. So what if she had drunk three glasses of lemonade at Peter’s parents’ house? So what if she had drunk two cups of coffee in the car on the way over there?

Piper had known that bathrooms were a danger zone for her. A lot of bad things had happened to her in bathrooms. But she had gone to the bathroom, anyway, lulled into a false sense of security by the quaint San Diego suburb, her superspy boyfriend in the next room, and her success with her potential future in-laws.

Stupid.

Stupid, stupid, stupid.

As soon as she had peed, a man jumped out from behind the rose-embossed shower curtain and sprayed something in her face. At the exact moment, she had opened her mouth to scream, but got a big dose of the spray down her throat.

The next thing she knew, she found herself hog-tied in a dark, small enclosed place. She had gone from the bathroom to a car trunk in the blink of unconsciousness.

“Mercedes S-Class Sedan,” she noted out loud in the car’s trunk. They hadn’t gagged her, and her voice came out hoarse.

Piper didn’t know how long she had been unconscious, but it had to be a while because she had to pee again.

Somehow, Piper knew that the S-Class Mercedes trunk had a green, emergency release button. She struggled to reach it, fighting against her binds. Whoever had tied her up had done a good job. At least he had pulled her pants up after he attacked her on the toilet.

That’s what the world needs, Piper thought, a thoughtful kidnapper.

She finally managed to turn inside the trunk and reach the emergency release button, only to discover that it had been disabled.

“That’s just perfect,” she moaned at the broken button.

She really had to pee, and the jostling of the car wasn’t helping matters. She heard the roar of the motor complain, as the car raced and sped faster. It must have been going a hundred miles an hour.

“That’s it!” she heard a man yell, excited. “Eat my dust. You can’t beat me!”

The man laughed, obviously thrilled with his fast driving. She heard a car next to them rev its motor, and the man driving the Mercedes yelled obscenities. Had she been abducted by a guy who wanted to go on a joy ride with a woman hog-tied in the trunk?

Were people that dumb?

Were people that mean?

Those were rhetorical questions for Piper. She already knew that people were that dumb and mean.

But it royally pissed her off to be abducted by a yahoo. It royally pissed her off to be abducted. Period. She had been abducted more times than most people had gotten their nails done. She was a perpetual victim, and she was sick and tired of it. Right there and then, Piper became determined to never be a victim again.

After all, she had just met Peter’s parents, and because she had been a perpetual victim, she had disappeared, and they probably thought she ran away, and they would hate her forever.

No matter what, Piper had definitely made a bad impression.
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“You’ve looked in the shower three times, Peter. She’s not in there, son,” Peter’s father told him. His mother was in the kitchen, baking something to alleviate her stress after helping Peter search for the love of his life in an obviously empty bathroom.

“Sometimes women need a little time alone to cool off,” his father continued.

The words hit Peter in a wave of confusion. He tried to focus on his future, but he realized that his vision was slightly blurry, and he felt disoriented and weak. Shock. It wasn’t the first time that Peter had experienced the symptom, but he willed himself to overcome it so that he could save Piper.

If she needed saving.

Did she need saving?

“Piper doesn’t believe in cooling off,” he told his father. “She’s very, very hot. All the time. Hot.” He paused for a moment. “That might not have come out like I intended. I don’t mean she’s hot…but she is…I mean, she’s hot, but she’s not hot.”

“I think we’ve got a sugar-crash going on in here!” Peter’s father called out to his mother.

She appeared in the bathroom’s doorway out of breath with flour in her hair and a wooden spoon clutched in her right hand, like she was prepared to conduct a symphony with it or send Cinderella to the ball.

Peter chuckled softly. Piper had disappeared just like Cinderella at midnight. Poor Prince Charming. Peter had never given that character much thought, but now he felt like sending him a good bottle of whiskey with a heartfelt note for all of the struggles he had gone through.

“He must have said something, and she took it sideways,” Peter’s father told his mother.

“The Bolton men’s curse. Their mouth,” she agreed and guided Peter out of the bathroom, tugging on his arm. “Now, listen. I’m sure she’ll come back after she cools off. You should get her one of those edible basket bouquets. Your father gave me one after the last time he left the toilet seat up and I fell in when I went to pee in the middle of the night.”

“I didn’t leave the seat up,” Peter’s father insisted.

Peter’s mother continued to tug him toward the kitchen. “Your father leaves that seat up every so often, but not all the time,” she told Peter. “If it was up all the time, I would be on guard for it. But it’s a hit or miss situation. It’s like guerrilla warfare against my backside.”

“I didn’t leave the seat up,” Peter’s father repeated. 

Peter’s mother pointed to a kitchen chair, and Peter took a seat. “I broke my coccyx. Your father drove me to the hospital, and a twenty-five-year-old intern named Josh stuck his finger up my hiney to check the break.”

“I’m not sure I want to hear this,” Peter said. “It’s making me uncomfortable.”

“You want to hear about uncomfortable?” Peter’s mother asked. “That Josh intern was Josh Levy. I play bridge with his mother every Thursday. The whole time he had his finger up there, he was reminiscing about the time I made him brownies for his graduation from kindergarten. So, afterward, your father gave me an edible arrangement, and that smoothed things over. Even though Josh Levy has very thick fingers.”

She opened the oven and pulled out a loaf of banana bread. Peter’s father sat at the kitchen table next to him. 

“If I send you an edible arrangement, can we never talk about this again?” Peter asked.

“Good luck,” his father told him. “She ate every bite of that edible arrangement, but every time I leave the seat up or leave the cap off the toothpaste tube or forget to turn a light off, I hear all about Josh’s thick finger. I’ve got an image of Josh’s thick finger scarred into my psyche.”

Peter’s mother cut a thick slice of banana bread and put it on a small plate and laid it on the table in front of Peter. “At least Josh’s thick finger didn’t scar you somewhere else, if you know what I mean,” she said. “Eat up, Peter. The sugar will help with the shock of your girlfriend leaving you. And when you send the edible arrangement to Piper to make up with her, make sure it has a lot of chocolate-covered pineapple in it. That stuff was delicious.”

“Don’t I get banana bread, too?” Peter’s father asked.

Peter handed him his plate. “Piper and I didn’t have a fight. I didn’t say anything wrong,” he said and placed the ring box he had in his pocket onto the table. “In fact, I was about to ask her to marry me.”

“While she was on the toilet?” Peter’s father asked, taking a bite of the banana bread.

Peter’s mother hovered over them with her arms crossed. “Did you ask her before she escaped?”

“No. And she didn’t ‘escape.’ I don’t believe she ran away.” She did have three-hundred twenty-seven million dollars, but she didn’t have anywhere to run to. She had amnesia. Besides, Peter was convinced that she was in love with him.

Wasn’t she?

“I’m going back into the bathroom. There must be a clue in there somewhere,” he said and jumped up.

Peter was aware of his parents following him down the hallway toward the bathroom. This time, he decided to follow his training when examining the bathroom, instead of searching in a panic like a man whose woman had disappeared.

It only took a couple minutes before he discovered a clue.

“Blood on the windowsill,” he breathed.

“Where?” his mother demanded and pushed him out of the way so she could see.

Peter pointed at two, tiny red droplets. “And it’s fresh,” he said. “Piper didn’t run away. She was abducted.”

Peter’s mother put a hand on Peter’s forehead.

“I don’t have a fever, Mom. And I’m in my right mind.”

“But abducted, son?” his father asked. “Who would want to abduct a sweet girl like Piper?”

“There’s been precedent, Dad. I don’t have time to explain.”

“I’ll call 911,” Peter’s mother offered.

“No,” he said, stopping her. They hadn’t had a lot of luck with the police in the past when Piper had gotten abducted before. Besides, Peter had better resources than the cops. He pulled his phone out of his pocket. “They won’t do anything until she’s gone for twenty-four hours, and since there’s no evidence of foul play, they might not do anything, ever.”

“But the blood,” his father pointed out.

“They’ll say she could have cut herself when she was running away.” Peter’s parents’ faces fell. He put his hand out, palm forward. “Not that that’s what happened. Piper was forcefully taken from this house.” He dialed Adesh, a computer hacker friend, who lived with Peter and Piper and had worked freelance for Peter. “I’m in the suburbs of San Diego,” Peter told him as soon as he picked up the phone.

“I know,” Adesh said. “You’re on Fontaine Street. Nice house, but it needs a coat of paint.”

“Are you tracking my phone?”

“No. Phones get lost. I’m tracking your shoes,” Adesh said.

“My shoes? What if I would have worn a different pair?”

“I have trackers in all of your shoes.”

Peter sighed a big sigh of relief and put his hand on his chest, feeling his heart rate slow to normal. “That’s great, Adesh. Perfect. You’re a genius, and I’m going to kiss you when I get back. Track Piper’s shoes now, please.”

“Whoa, boss. Boundaries. I would never track your woman’s shoes. I mean, they touch her feet. Skin. That’s totally off-limits.”

Peter’s heart sped up, again.

“So, you’re tracking me, but not Piper?”

“Well, wherever you are, she is, right? But I’m tracking her phone, and she’s right next to you.”

Peter stomped back to the kitchen with Piper’s purse that he had found on the bathroom counter. He looked in the bag. She had left it with the phone inside. “Damn it.”

“What’s happening?” Peter’s mother asked. He ignored her.

“Here’s what we’re going to do,” Peter told Adesh on the phone. “Piper isn’t here. She’s been abducted.”

“Again?”

“Focus, Adesh. Focus all of your computer genius brain cells on what I’m about to tell you.”

Peter heard him take a deep breath. “Okay. I’m focusing my genius brain cells, boss. Shoot.”

“I want you to hack into every public and private camera in a two-mile radius of where I am and backtrack it one hour. I want to find Piper and the kidnappers.”

“On it! We’ll find her. I promise.”

“That’s what I want to hear.” Peter had complete faith in Adesh’s abilities, but his heart was still racing. What if he didn’t find Piper? What if she had already been killed? “Meanwhile, I’m going to search the area for clues.”

Peter hung up, grabbed Piper’s purse, and started to head toward the front door. His mother stopped him.

“Wait a second. I’ll give you something to eat to take with you.”

Peter shook his head. “Mom, this is serious business. The woman I love has been abducted. Her life is in danger. I can’t waste any time. I need to find her. I don’t have time to eat.”

“But I have leftover SpaghettiOs with cut-up hot dogs mixed in.”

“Fine, but just the SpaghettiOs with hot dogs. I have to go out there and find Piper.”

“I’ll wrap up the rest of the banana bread, so you can take that, too.”

“Hey, wait a second,” Peter’s father grumbled. “I like to eat banana bread with my coffee, you know.”

Peter’s mother opened the refrigerator. “Peter needs some sugar to keep up his strength. You can eat banana bread any time.”

“Except for today,” Peter’s father pointed out.

“You already ate one piece,” his mother said.

“That’s not enough. I like to drink at least two cups of coffee.”

“The woman I love has been abducted,” Peter interrupted. “Can we put a pin in the banana bread conversation until after she’s found?”

“How long will that be?” his father asked. “I really like banana bread.”
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