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Prologue
He felt his muscles clench as he stared into the woman’s face that lay beneath him. If he hadn’t already felt her trembling, he would have known she reached her own climax just by the expression of her face. With one more powerful thrust he felt everything he had spilling into her, he felt a completeness he would have never thought possible. Everything stopped and then he swore he felt their hearts start beating again as one. Pausing a moment to look into her eyes, and they were beautiful eyes he thought, he brushed a long strand of chestnut hair away from her face and kissed her. Then he rolled off of her.
“I love you.” Her voice was soft, like the touch of her lips. He couldn’t believe the tingling he felt in his loins at hearing her words.
“You’re not even human...”
“What?” She almost laughed at his choice of words.
He hadn’t even meant to say that thought out loud. “I mean... I just never felt so... consumed before. I feel like I am under some kind of spell.” As he sat up to face her, he was surprised by the life he felt in his groin. Feeling a touch embarrassed, which was a new feeling for him, he admitted, “I almost feel like I can go another round, and considering how powerful that was...”
She faced him and gave him a sultry smile; her bare breasts were firm and small. But not too small, he thought, just enough to fill his hands. He felt his groin tighten again and just stared.
“Hey, are you okay?” She suddenly sounded self-conscious.
“Uh, yeah.” He forced himself to look at her face.
She touched his arm, her fingers felt light like feathers. “Can I do anything for you?”
“Yes.” He glanced at her breasts again and then back at her face. “Tell me... who are you?”
She laughed, it was a full-bodied sound. “Just one day married and...” She saw the surprise in his eyes as he looked at his left hand and saw the ring. Pulling the bed sheet up to cover her nakedness, she looked at him puzzled. “You’re serious?”
He frowned. “‘Fraid so.”
Chapter 1
“Was your last name really Smythe?” He looked from the marriage certificate to her and back again. He wondered if maybe she had checked into the hotel with him under an assumed name. After all, weren’t variations of the name Smith often used to hide one’s identity?
“Yes.” She sounded a bit defensive. She had pulled her hair into a loose ponytail and he thought it made her look incredibly young. Almost a little too young for his comfort.
“Hey look... Caitlyn,” he had to glance at the certificate again for her name. “All I know is the first thing I remember about you is that I woke up having really incredible sex with you this morning.” He certainly did remember the fantastic sex and how it much he enjoyed it.
“I thought we were making love.” Her lip barely trembled.
He sighed. “It was wonderful, really. Look, I don’t mean to hurt you, but I don’t remember anything else.” Brandon, that was the name on the marriage license, stood. He felt frustrated. “I don’t know who you are, or me, except for these names on this paper. I don’t know why we’re here. I don’t remember these clothes I’m wearing. You told me that I drink my coffee black, I don’t remember that.” He knelt beside her and felt bad because she looked almost ready to cry. “I’m sorry. Really I am.”
She was a pretty girl, he thought. It was easy to see how she would have caught his eye. Her dark chestnut hair framed a nearly perfect oval face. Her eyes were bright and her lips invited kisses. Her slender body and its womanly curves invited much more than just kisses. He felt that now familiar stirring in his groin as he studied her.
When she realized he really didn’t remember anything, Caitlyn had been remarkably calm. She had gotten out of bed protectively wrapping the sheet around her, got clothes from a suitcase and went into the bathroom to get dressed. She had politely asked him to please get dressed and told him that the other suitcase was his. When she came out of the bathroom, neatly dressed in black slacks and a short sleeved pink blouse, she made a call to room service and had coffee, tea and some breakfast Danish sent up. While they waited, she showed him the marriage license, her wallet with her driver’s ID and photos of the two of them. Even without his memory, he had to admit that they looked right together. She suggested that he check his own wallet as well. At least now he knew his name, birth date and where he lived.
After the bellboy wheeled the cart into the room, he gave Brandon the receipt to sign. When he hesitated, Caitlyn took it and signed. Her scrawled signature read Caitlyn Price. Motioning with her hands, she suggested that Brandon offer the bellboy a tip. He placed a few bills in the young man’s hand. She reassured him he could afford it. Closing the door behind the bellboy, Caitlyn walked back to the cart with the coffee and teapot and the Danish tray. She poured him a cup of hot coffee from the pot and put two spoons of sugar in it, then stirred. Brandon sat in an armchair next to a small round occasional table. She selected cherry Danish from the plate of baked goods and served it to him on a china plate. After pouring herself a cup of herbal tea, she sat in the opposite armchair facing him. She didn’t take any baked goods for herself. Brandon heard her tea cup rattle for just a moment. It was then that he first noticed that she was holding back tears, but he had no idea what he could do to comfort her or even if he should try.
She looked at him and sighed before putting her teacup and saucer onto the table. “We got married last night. You thought it would be romantic to do it in Vegas.” Caitlyn twisted the small diamond ring she wore next to a simple gold band. “We’ve been seeing each other for almost two years and a few months ago you asked me if I would consider marrying you. We didn’t make it official, but a few days ago, on my birthday, you showed up at my door with this ring and asked me to come with you to Vegas. I said yes.”
She held her left hand out towards him so he could see the ring. He was tempted to take her slender fingers in his hand and caress them. The ring she wore was delicate, just like its owner he thought, and the stone was cut in a pear shape. The diamond was small, he thought, and yet she seemed to wear it proudly. Couldn’t he have done better than a tiny diamond? Her gold band matched the one he was wearing.
He really tried, but he couldn’t remember anything. “What about our families? Did we call them? Didn’t your parents want to see you married?”
She looked surprised at his question and then shrugged. “My parents are dead, they have been since I was twelve. I was an only child.”
“I’m sorry.” He was sincere about that. “What about... do I have any family?”
“Your father is alive, but you’ve been angry at him and haven’t spoken to him, I don’t know why. As far as I know, you haven’t seen him since before you moved to New York. I don’t think you have any brothers or sisters, but I don’t know because you really haven’t wanted to talk to me about your family. You haven’t really talked much about yourself.”
Brandon looked at his driver’s license again. Price, Brandon Price. He was twenty-seven years old according to his license. “Where did I grow up?” Maybe he should look up his family...
“You told me it was outside of Chicago, but you never wanted to talk about it. You were always kind of quiet about your childhood.”
“Didn’t that bother you?”
“It did. It does. That’s one of the few things we’ve always argued about.” Caitlyn knew how much she wished her folks were alive, but a drunken driver destroyed that possibility years ago. She couldn’t understand how Brandon could ignore a living parent. “But it also became one of those things we agreed to disagree on. You had just made it clear that the topic was off-limits.” She shrugged as if she had given up.
He looked through the rest of his wallet and saw that he had both cash and credit cards. “I assume I have a job. I hope so, especially if I can afford this.” While he apparently hadn’t gone so far as to reserve a suite, the room was certainly well appointed. The king size bed was definitely comfortable, and memorable. He glanced at the woman sitting quietly sipping her tea. She had seen his glance at the bed and the slight flush in her cheeks told him she was remembering the passion they had shared as well. “I didn’t see any business cards in my wallet.”
“You’re an IT consultant. I think you carry some cards in your jacket pocket, your suit jacket, it’s hanging in the wardrobe closet.” He hadn’t thought to look in the armoire when he chose clothes to put on; he had taken a pair of khaki trousers and a dark blue shirt from the suitcase. “I’m sure you brought some cards because you originally planned this trip for business. You have some kind of an appointment later today.”
“With who?” He went to the closet and found a suit bag hanging there.
“You didn’t tell me.” She paused. “You don’t talk much about your business either.”
Brandon found a packet of business cards, all they had on them was his name, the words Information Technology Consultant and a New York City phone number. He looked at her suspiciously, “I’m secretive about my family and I’m secretive about my job... How well do you really know me?” He couldn’t have sounded more accusatory.
Caitlyn looked hurt. “Obviously not well enough.” She looked like she was mulling over her next words. Finally she blurted them out. “How can you not remember me?” She sounded frustrated. A lone tear finally rolled down a cheek.
“I can’t remember anything, damn it!” He slammed the wardrobe closet door shut. “Who the hell am I? And who are you?” He strode across the room to look out the window at the Vegas strip. “Right now, I can’t remember anything. I am relying on you to tell me everything and something tells me I am not the kind of man that relies on someone else very easily.” Even the circus-like lights outside the window looked foreign to him.
After a few moments of silence, he heard her soft voice. “I think maybe, then, that you are remembering something about yourself. You’ve never liked asking for help.” He never even heard her move and yet she was suddenly behind him. Her voice was quiet and reassuring. “I think you do some kind of work with government contracts, something with computers, but you don’t talk about it. Not to me anyway.”
He took a moment to calm the nervous churning in his stomach before he turned to face her. “Do you know if I work with anyone else? Maybe someone else can fill me in on some part of my life.” He was willing to grasp at anything to escape the feeling of emptiness he had. He had even had to compare the face he saw in the mirror to the face on the driver’s license she showed him to realize it was really him.
“You have a secretary.”
“I do?” He sounded anxious and slightly relieved.
“Her name is Amanda.”
He felt the hairs at the back of his neck stand up when he heard that name. “Amanda?” Although it was an overall uncomfortable feeling, the name Amanda evoked a strange reaction somewhere deep inside. “Uh, I hate to ask this but, well, is my relationship with her only professional?” Could something else be going on, something that raised the back hairs of his neck?
“It had better be.” She wasn’t joking. “Why don’t you call her? That’s your office number on the card. If she’s not there, you can leave a message and ask her to call you back.” Caitlyn motioned him to the phone. “I’m sure that you’ve shared some facts with her she probably needed for your business,” she added a little testily.
He called and left a message on his office voice mail. A woman’s voice greeted him in a recorded message. Somehow he recognized that it was Amanda’s voice. He remembered her voice, but how could that be when he couldn’t remember anything else? Caitlyn scribbled the hotel and room number for him on a paper napkin so he could leave it in the message. He finished his message and kept the phone to his ear through the rest of the recorded options. Wondering if his message sounded urgent enough, he thought about re-recording his message and then decided to let it stay as it was. He hung up the phone.
“I guess now I just wait.” He sat back down at the breakfast tray and resigned himself to the uncertainty. “How did we meet? Please, tell me everything through last night.”
“You know, I am really worried about you...” She came back to stand next to him. “Maybe you should go to the hospital? I don’t understand why you lost your memory?”
“No. I’m not going to leave this room until I figure out some things about myself.” The sights and sounds of whatever lay beyond the walls of the room nearly frightened him. There would be more people, more strangers, and more unknown routes to deal with. He felt safer staying put. He felt safe with this girl. Even though he still couldn’t remember her, he felt safe.
“But sweetheart, something is wrong...” She seemed to understand his reluctance to face more things he wasn’t familiar with. “I would go with you. I could keep telling you things I know about you, things you might even remember. I wouldn’t let you be alone.”
“I said no.” He hadn’t really yelled, but Caitlyn stopped short. “I don’t know what’s happened to me and right now, I just need to find out about myself. Please, talk to me.” He felt completely helpless. He was afraid of facing a bigger unknown world and getting permanently lost.
Caitlyn sighed and sat in the armchair facing him. He studied her as she spoke. He watched the way her lips moved, the expressions she made with her face. Nothing looked familiar. “We met at a college career day almost two years ago.” She saw his puzzled expression. “I’m an art student at a school in New York City, I was looking for a job. I had just moved to the city from upstate.”
He listened to every word and felt frustrated that he remembered none of it. “Did I hire you?” He toyed with the golden fabric covering the table. The room was decorated in golden earth tones. A watercolor of a lonely desert scene hung on the wall; it reminded him of how lost he felt. He wondered if that was the kind of art that Caitlyn studied.
She chuckled. “You weren’t looking for an artist, at least not a graphic artist.” He tried to imagine what she apparently meant by her pun on words, but gave up. “But you kind of monopolized my attention and before the day was over, you asked me to join you for dinner.”
“Did you accept?” He wondered what kind of man he was and if dinner had been his only invitation. She was a beautiful young woman and surely he must have been interested in more from her.
“I’m an art student... a starving artist. You offered a meal, I accepted.” He struggled to remember and then shrugged when he couldn’t. “You called me a few days later, just to talk, and then a few days after that you asked me out.”
He remembered that her license said she had just turned twenty-one. She looked so very young. “Last night... you said we got married?” Brandon looked again at the ring on his finger. Surprisingly, he felt very comfortable wearing it.
She looked into her lap. “We had spoken a few times about marriage, but we never set any dates or anything...”
“Why not?” Could he have been toying with her?
“I’m a student with a poorly paying job. I barely make ends meet. The first time we spoke about marriage, I told you I needed to wait, to become more self-sufficient. You made the offer to pay for my school and said I wouldn’t even have to work. You kind of reminded me that you made a comfortable wage and could afford to let me do whatever I wanted.” She grimaced. “I don’t know, it actually sounded kind of insulting. It was like you didn’t take me seriously. I accused you of trying to buy me and it’s been a touchy subject since.”
“What made you change your mind now?” He looked at her stomach. “Are you pregnant or something?” He felt a nervous pang that he might be about to become a father.
“No.” She shook her head. That would be something he’d think of, she mused.
He looked straight at her and again thought of how young she looked. “Uh, this wasn’t our first time together, was it?” Hell, what if she had been a virgin and he didn’t even remember it!
She smiled shyly. “No, far from it. We’ve been lovers for a while now, although... you were my first.” She let him absorb that information. “You were so spontaneous, you just showed up at my door with a ring and plane tickets. It... it was just romantic.”
He struggled for something to say, but just like his memory, nothing came. Knowing how sweet it had been to wake up in her arms that morning, to be making love with her, he wished he could remember the first time that they were together. He hoped he had been gentle.
“The Good Reverend Elvis Presley Cosby married us.”
He pictured the legendary rock and roll singer. He imagined the theatrical production that must have been. He laughed. “You’re kidding!” Although it was a fuzzy memory, at least he knew who Elvis Presley had been.
“No, I’m quite serious. Afterwards we went out to dinner and celebrated. You had quite a bit to drink...”
“I got drunk?”
She half nodded. “Not drunk but definitely... uh, you were definitely high.”
“After the ceremony?” He stressed the word after.
“Yes. You were fully aware of what you were doing when you said I do. You can’t use the excuse that you weren’t in your right mind when we got married. You had been very sure that you wanted it. I admit it didn’t take that much convincing, but you took the time to talk me into it when you showed up at my apartment with the ring.” She paused.
“I’m sorry. I wasn’t accusing you of tricking me into this.” How could he be sure of that without his memory? But he was sure.
It showed that she was relieved he believed her. “I had never known you to drink so much that you lost control and I was really surprised when you insisted on having a drink before dinner last night, especially since you had that business appointment today.”
“Uh, my drinking, did it affect my, you know, performance?” It was embarrassing, but he didn’t even know what kind of lover he was.
She found it ironic that he was so worried about his virility. “You were fine in that department.” She blushed. “But maybe, just maybe you should be more worried that maybe the alcohol made you lose your memory?” Her body still tingled from his “performance” through the night.
“What did I order?”
“Before dinner, you ordered a scotch on the rocks...”
“I drink scotch?” A good strong whiskey... It was the kind of drink for a strong man with strong ties, a capable person. He was trying to get an image of himself.
“That and other stuff.” Caitlyn was remembering what else he ordered. “There was wine with dinner and a martini in the casino.”
“I was mixing drinks... and it got to me?”
She picked up the china cup with the rest of her now cold tea and drank it slowly. “We were in the casino. You wanted to play at the tables. That’s when you got paged to the hotel phone. You really sobered up quickly, you looked a little worried. You handed me your chips and some money, told me to play some slots or something and went to take the call. You were gone over half an hour...”
“Who called me?” Who was so important that he would he have left his new wife on their wedding night? The call must have been very important. And why would he be worried?
Caitlyn shrugged. “You didn’t say. When you came back, you rushed me up to the room. You said you had a headache from drinking, those were your words.” She frowned. “When we got up here, I offered you aspirin for your headache and you said you didn’t need it. You said the headache wasn’t really all that bad anyway. Then you laughed. It was strange; I didn’t know what you found so funny. You said you just wanted to make love. We did and then we fell asleep. You woke me this morning and said you wanted to be with me again... well, that’s where we are now.”
“I had a headache?” He didn’t feel hung over, not that he remembered ever feeling that way before. It just didn’t feel like he was suffering the effects of a hangover.
“That’s why I think you should get checked out.”
“But I didn’t want any aspirin? So it couldn’t have been that bad.” Maybe it was just an excuse to finally take his lovely bride up to their room.
“I watched a TV show once where this guy took sick and didn’t even realize it...” Caitlyn pulled her chair to sit directly in front of him. “Look at me.” She stared at his eyes, they looked okay to her and she nodded. “Squeeze my hands...” She took hold of both of his hands and rested them on her knees. He squeezed both of her hands firmly. “You seem to be okay. I guess.”
He wondered what had happened to him. He knew that she was checking for signs of a stroke and yet he didn’t understand how he realized that. She was looking for an explanation for why he couldn’t remember anything. He really felt fine except that he had no idea who he was or how he got there. There was nothing wrong with him that a little relaxation wouldn’t take care of. Maybe a massage or even another tumble in the bed with this woman... the thought of making love with her again was tempting.
The phone rang and he practically lunged for it. “Hello?... Yes... Amanda thanks for calling me back.” Her voice definitely resonated in his memory. He listened for a few moments. “No, I... forgot. Actually Amanda, I don’t remember anything... no, nothing.” And the few random memories he had gave him no indication of who he was.
He turned his back to Caitlyn and lowered his voice. “No, I’m not alone... I’m here with Caitlyn, uh, Caitlyn Smythe.” He quickly glanced at her to see if she had heard him say her maiden name, she had. Oh well, he thought, I don’t remember any marriage anyway. He looked away. “What?” Stealing another look at Caitlyn while he listened, Brandon managed to move a little further away. He listened for a few minutes, nodding and grunting every so often. When he hung up, he stared suspiciously at Caitlyn.
“What’s the matter?” His stare discomfited her.
“Is your name really Caitlyn Smythe?” He wasn’t sure if he should believe her.
She smiled. “Actually it’s Caitlyn Price now.” He remained quiet. “Brandon? What’s wrong? What did Amanda say?”
“Why are you worried what Amanda had to say?” He was beginning to sound as paranoid as he felt. “Do you have something to worry about?” How much of what she told him was true, if any of it was? He had begun to believe her, anything and everything she had told him, and it angered him that he now had reason to question her honesty.
“She barely knows me, what would she have to say?” Caitlyn was exasperated. “Brandon, what did Amanda say to you? What do you think I’m hiding?”
He wanted to trust the woman in front of him, he really did. He could understand why he liked her even if he had no memory of her. Her gentleness and supposed naivety had lured him into a feeling of safety. He said he had felt like he was under a spell during their lovemaking, maybe she was some kind of pro and he wasn’t thinking with the right brain. That other woman, Amanda, her voice was so familiar, how could he not trust her? He knew that he remembered Amanda. He didn’t know anything about Caitlyn before waking up this morning. And if he knew and trusted Amanda... then he couldn’t trust Caitlyn no matter what.
He paced in silence for a few minutes. Amanda had given him some information and he wasn’t sure what to do with it. Whether it was because Caitlyn was good in bed, he thought crudely, or because there was something more there, he decided to warn her. “Amanda is faxing some information to the Las Vegas Metropolitan Police. She expects that they’ll be here shortly to take you into custody.”
“Why?” She sounded totally dumbfounded.
“You’ve got a record. You’ve got a string of aliases...” He knelt in front of her. He was sure he had done the right thing to warn her. “Caitlyn, if you leave now, you’ll get away. I wasn’t supposed to warn you but I don’t want to see you arrested.”
“I haven’t done anything...” Her protest sounded genuine and it twisted his gut to think otherwise.
“Caitlyn, she has proof.” He thought for a moment and then stood to take his wallet out of his back pocket. “I don’t know how much money I have in here, but,” he pulled a wad of bills out and handed them to her. “You should be able to get somewhere with this. Go, go now while there is still time. I don’t know how far you can get but you have to get away from here.” He put the money into her hand.
She dropped the money on the floor. “I’m not going anywhere, I haven’t done anything illegal. Why would someone want to arrest me?”
He watched several bills float down to the carpet. “Damn it Caitlyn, I’m trying to help you!” Why didn’t she just take the damn money and get the hell out of there?
Her voice was a hoarse whisper. “What did she tell you I did?”
He frowned. It was hard for him to make the accusation. “You are an artist all right... a con artist. Caitlyn, she said you stole from me, and you stole from some other people. And they want to press charges. I’m not but they are.”
“You believe this?” She sounded so hurt, so wounded, and all he wanted to do was protect her.
He was consumed by guilt that he questioned her. “Come on, let’s get out of here...” He tried to take her arm and push her towards the door. She pulled herself out of his grasp.
“No!” The tears welled in her eyes. “I thought you loved me. You married me! How could you believe I would steal from you?”
He took her by both arms and shook her. “I don’t remember you!” Brandon stared in disbelief as he saw apparent fear in her eyes. He dropped his hands from her arms suddenly. “I’m sorry.” He took a few steps back and spoke in hushed tones. “I know that it felt right to have you in my arms this morning, it felt good to be so close to you, but I don’t know you. But Amanda’s voice, I remembered that, I know her voice... and her name. I know Amanda. I have to trust her.” His explanation lacked conviction.
There was a firm knock at the door.
“Go hide, I’ll tell them you left.”
Another knock. A single man’s voice called through the closed door. “Hotel security.”
“Please Caitlyn...” He motioned for her to hide.
“No.” She stood where she was. “I haven’t done anything.” She sounded almost convincing to his ears, But he worried that she wouldn’t be as convincing to the police.
She stood there defiantly.
After a few more knocks at the door, Brandon answered it. Caitlyn stood silently. Two Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Officers entered with the hotel detective.
The hotel detective stood back while the two police officers asked Caitlyn a few inane questions to confirm who she was. One of the police officers frisked her and nodded in satisfaction when he didn’t find anything of danger.
Caitlyn looked confused and scared.
The second officer had a copy of a forged check and a New York City Police report with Caitlyn’s picture on it. He read a list of charges out loud which included theft, embezzlement, forgery and passing bad checks. Her rights were read to her. They called her Mary Jones. The name under the picture on the NYPD report was Mary Jones.
She went to reach for her purse claiming she had plenty of identification to show them. One of the officers caught her wrist and cuffed her. He twisted her arms painfully behind her and cuffed the other wrist.
“My roommate... she’s traveling in Africa right now, but I’m sure we can track her down.” Caitlyn winced as the cuff tightened from her struggling. “Keisha can vouch for who I am.”
One of the officers mocked her. “Keisha?” He looked towards his partner. “Doesn’t even sound American to me.”
“I have family in upstate New York...” Despite her protests, Caitlyn was led from the room.
Brandon couldn’t stand the tears he had seen on her cheeks. She had seemed so bewildered, not like she was hiding anything. When the door was closed behind them, he sat on the bed with its still rumpled sheets and felt even more lost and more alone than he had before. Eventually he realized that he wasn’t the type to sit and wallow and it wasn’t long before he left the room on a mission.
Chapter 2
By the time he got back to the room, the bed had been made up and the breakfast dishes had been cleared. Even the towels she had used had been replaced with fresh ones. There were fresh flowers in the vase on the table, the cherry wood doors of the armoire were closed, and the drapes were tied back to expose the view from the window. The only telltale sign that Brandon’s memory hadn’t failed him once again and he had only imagined Caitlyn was her small suitcase sitting discreetly against the wall. The suitcase and the empty feeling inside of him was all he had left.
Brandon had tried to find out what bail would be set for Caitlyn He didn’t understand why, but he knew she didn’t belong in a jail cell. He had emptied his wallet of credit cards and brought them to the hotel desk asking for help in determining how much money he could access quickly. Amanda had said she was on her way to the airport in New York and she would be by his side in a few hours. Maybe she could tell him what he owned, what he was worth so he could try to help Caitlyn out. The bail hadn’t been set as yet, but he was told it would be high since she was considered a flight risk with no local ties and few, if any, in New York. He was willing to take that chance. He was even planning to try to convince her to run away and avoid prosecution.
Brandon had asked the desk clerk for any information about the phone call he had received last night and who it might have come from. If it was the individual he had the business appointment with, then maybe he could speak to someone who knew something about him. All the clerk was able to tell him was that it was made from inside the hotel and he hadn’t stayed on the phone long, just a minute or two... but Caitlyn had said he was gone for a half hour. And why would the call have been made from inside the hotel? He had to find out who called him, why it “sobered” him so quickly and where he had disappeared to for half an hour.
As he passed by the hotel’s casino floor, he wondered what the draw had been to play last night. Was there some reason he needed to stay in a crowd? He couldn’t understand why he hadn’t been more anxious to bring Caitlyn back to the room and make love with her. If he had really been that impetuous and romantic as to propose to her and elope to Vegas, then wouldn’t he also have been amorous and anxious to consummate their wedding vows? Had it been Caitlyn’s idea to stall and spend time at the tables? According to Amanda, Caitlyn was a con artist and she was working him. Amanda said Caitlyn had already stolen from him. But he couldn’t see why her con would include the casino, how much could he have bankrolled her gambling? Weren’t casinos sharp about con jobs? She would have been taking a big chance to rob him there.
On the way to the elevators on his way back to his room, he overheard the strains of a Presley song and remembered holding Caitlyn in his arms, but it was only a fleeting image. “...You give me hope and consolation, you give me strength to carry on...” The song made him want to rescue her even more. Brandon felt emotionally drained after hearing the song. Why had it affected him so? He didn’t feel threatened by Caitlyn. His instincts weren’t sending off any alarms about her. He actually felt right waking up in her arms that morning. Although he couldn’t remember anything, he felt comfortable when he was with her. She actually made him feel safe. Could Amanda be wrong?
Pacing the room wasn’t helping. He could feel the tension building in his muscles and the anxiety building in the pit of his stomach. He rolled his head to his shoulders and tried to work the kink out of his neck but finally gave up. Brandon put Caitlyn’s suitcase on the bed and feeling like an intruder, he opened it. He hesitated only a moment before going through the contents. Her clothing confirmed his limited memories of her petite size. Brandon held a revealing, see-thru teddy up in front of him and tried his best to imagine Caitlyn wearing it. With her beautifully sculpted thighs and perky breasts he knew she would be quite a vision wearing the teddy. He wished he could remember.
Her purse was in the suitcase and he emptied the contents on to the bed. Out tumbled an apartment key, he wondered if it was his or hers and if he would find a matching key on his own key ring. He also found a few sticks of sugar free chewing gum. There was a package of pills in a small round compact-like container... he wondered if they were birth control? Remembering that he had been au natural this morning, he assumed she was on the pill; oddly it didn’t scare him if she wasn’t taking precautions. He opened her wallet; there were just a few folded dollar bills, not much, the driver’s license that he had already seen, a student ID for the art school she said she attended, a dry cleaning receipt, movie stub and a coin wrapper full of quarters.
She also had a clear plastic key chain fob with a photo of a middle age couple, the woman looked like an older version of Caitlyn and he wondered if they were her deceased parents. Encased in the fob, on the back of the picture, she had taped a yellowed paper from a Chinese fortune cookie, “Let your heart guide you. It whispers, so listen closely.” He thought about this young woman who had lost her parents so young in life and apparently tried to live her life through instinct. He found himself admiring her. If he had been hoping to find something incriminating, something to justify Amanda’s accusations, he found nothing and he felt relieved.
He folded everything carefully and put the suitcase back the way he had found it. Still feeling a bit guilty, he couldn’t help but wonder if he had left any telltale signs of his intrusion among her personal belongings. There was a light tapping at the door and he went to it hoping it was Amanda, hoping she could shed some light on his life.
“Oh Brandon!” The redhead that stood outside his door threw her arms around him and kissed him intimately. “Sweetheart, you don’t know how worried I was.”
He kissed her back without desire. He felt he was somehow obligated to return her affections, but he couldn’t help comparing her kiss to Caitlyn’s. He wished he was kissing Caitlyn instead. “Amanda?”
She stepped back and looked at him in surprise. “You really don’t remember me?”
He shrugged. “I’m not sure.” She pouted as she walked past him into the room. He closed the door and followed her. “I know that I remember your name... and your voice. I think I remember the red hair, but... I’m not sure.”
“What did that bitch do to you?” She sat in one of the armchairs and crossed her long legs. She didn’t even try to pull her skirt down when she exposed an ample section of thigh.
“Who?”
“Caitlyn! Mary, or whatever her name really is.” She sniffled loudly. “If it were up to me her name would be Jane Doe.”
He stopped himself from defending Caitlyn even though he felt he should. He had no rational explanation for wanting to defend Caitlyn. He didn’t even know who she was. Brandon sat in the second chair and faced Amanda. “I really need your help... I don’t remember anything about who I am or any of the people in my life.”
“What did she do to you?” Frowning, she continued, “Were you drugged or something?”
“I have no idea.”
“Tell me what you know and I will try to fill in...”
“I found out that I’m some kind of IT consultant and I came out here for a business meeting with someone. I brought Caitlyn with me and, well to be honest, I proposed...”
“You what?” Amanda was practically shrieking. “Oh, that tramp has another thing coming if she thinks she’s going to fool you into thinking you have something going on with her.” She was angered by his puzzled expression. “You and I, we’re engaged!” She flashed her hand with a sizeable diamond ring on it. “We’re the couple and she’s not a part of it. She just better keep her hands off of you.”
“Uh,” Brandon wished he could slink away. He hid his left hand at his side. “Uhm, Caitlyn and I were... married last night.” He wondered how this could have happened.
Amanda stood and slapped him. “How could you do that to me?” She looked towards the bed and around the room. She pouted. “Did you sleep with her?”
He let out a heavy sigh. “Yes.” He told himself it wouldn’t have been as bad if he hadn’t enjoyed it as much.
“You bastard!” She shook her head. “That bitch!”
He stood and moved towards her, she backed away and he reached out to touch her arm. “I’m sorry Amanda, I don’t remember anything that’s going on...”
She sniffled and regained her composure quickly. “Did you really get married?” He nodded. “Well, we just have to get that annulled.”
Brandon turned away. How could he tell Amanda that he actually felt some comfort, something solid to hold on to, by being married to Caitlyn? But if he had intended to marry Amanda, why didn’t he feel the same draw to her?
“She tricked you somehow, I don’t know how, but she is going to pay, I guarantee it.” Her voice was filled with rage.
He was chilled by her expression. He couldn’t help thinking how she looked filled with venom. He had no idea how to protect her intended victim. “I’m sorry.”
“Make love to me Brandon,” She moved into his arms. “Show me how much you love me.”
As he bent to kiss her, he realized he had no desire to, but he tried anyway. If he was engaged to this woman, then he had to show her he still wanted her. He really wanted to appease her. But he couldn’t pretend. The only woman he wanted in that way was Caitlyn. Finally he broke the kiss. “I just need some time Amanda.”
She looked wounded and he told himself he should feel guilty, but he didn’t.
After a few moments, Amanda once again began her planning. “We need to get you to the hospital and get your blood screened for drugs. We have to find out what she gave you.”
He ignored her statement and looked at his watch. “Amanda, how much money do I have?”
She looked at him curiously. “I would say you’re pretty comfortable.”
“Do I have enough money to pay Caitlyn’s bail money?”
She directed her anger at him. “Why would you want to pay for her bail?”
“Something just isn’t right, I don’t think she belongs there,” He touched the gold band on his finger. “She is my wife...”
“Because she tricked you!” She finally noticed the ring he was wearing. “Take that damn thing off!”
He mentally counted to ten. It was understandable that Amanda, his fiancée, would want him to remove the ring. And it wasn’t understandable why he liked wearing it. “I’m sorry Amanda, please bear with me... I need to get things settled. I need to remember something.”
She was exasperated. “For now.” Looking around the room again, Amanda stood in front of him and crossed her arms. “I want another room though. I don’t want to spend the night in the bed where you slept with her.”
“I’ll get you a room...”
“For us!”
“I think maybe it would be best if we slept apart for the night, just until I get my memory back a bit.”
She glared at him.
“Amanda, please, don’t be mad at me. You have to understand, I have no idea what the truth is and I’m relying on the things I’m being told.” He rubbed the back of his neck again and tried to relieve some of the pressure he felt building. “Please help me out a little.”
She shook her head and then sat down. “What can I do to help?”
“You said that we’re engaged, but Caitlyn said that I’ve been seeing her.” He could see the protest starting. “Amanda, she had photos of us together.”
“I have pictures of you and me also! I even have a copy of the engagement announcement my folks put in the paper.” She reached for her purse and pulled out a purse-sized photo album. “Here, look at this... Everything is in there. The only thing I’m missing is a copy of the contract we signed for the wedding ceremony.”
He took the album from her but didn’t open it. “When are we, when were we supposed to be married?”
“Were?” She looked pained. “I expect that you’ll end this farce with her immediately.”
He rubbed his head. “I promise you I’ll get this all sorted out as soon as I can.”
“Okay.” She was mollified.
“How did we meet?”
“At work, you hired me as your secretary. We’ve worked very closely together on a lot of your projects. We’ve worked closely on a lot of things.”
“So you know my business?”
“Of course, why wouldn’t I?” She reached forward to take his hand. “You hire out as an Information Technology consultant, you’re very successful.”
“Who are my clients?”
“A lot of companies, even the government.” She dug out a business card from her purse. “You were supposed to be meeting this gentleman, that’s why you planned this trip. You had asked me to come with you but I had some personal stuff to do back in New York.” Amanda assured him she had already been in touch with the client and got him to agree to a postponed meeting.
He frowned. “Do we often travel a lot together?”
“Oh yes. You’ve always said that you prefer it that way.” She smiled coyly. “I get to help you with your business dealings, and then I get to help you relax at night.”
No matter how he tried to picture being with Amanda, he couldn’t. “Do you know how I met Caitlyn?”
“I am really getting tired of that name.” She pouted. “There have been several articles in the financial section mentioning your name, she just started showing up after a few of those appeared. At first you felt sorry for her. She had some sob story about being all alone in the world and she needed a job. You paid her to run a few errands. But then she really became a nuisance and you asked her to leave us alone.”
“And she didn’t listen?”
“Definitely not. Then, because you had let her run some errands previously, she posed as a courier on your behalf and took funds from one of your clients. Needless to say, those funds never made it to your office.” Amanda saw the pensive look on Brandon’s face. “Don’t feel too foolish, you weren’t the only one she was conning, the police have quite a list.”
He shook his head in disbelief. “I believed her. I know what you’re telling me, and I saw the report the police brought with them, but I still can’t see her as being so dishonest.”
“That’s why she got to you in the first place.” Amanda stood up and went to hug Brandon. “You are so trusting, that’s one of the things I love about you. You always try to see the best in everyone... and sweetheart, you bring out the best in me.”
He allowed her to hug him for a moment, and then he gently pulled away. “I’m sorry Amanda, I have to find out what her bail is...”
“No! I won’t let you.”
He stood to face her and he looked annoyed. “Is this what our relationship is like? Do I need your permission before I can make decisions?”
“I don’t understand why you want to let her out of jail?”
“I don’t understand either,” he ran a hand through his thick wavy hair, “but I just feel I have to do this.”
“You’re making a mistake.”
“Maybe.”
“I can’t even try to talk you out of this insanity?”
“No.”
Amanda gave an exasperated and very unladylike snort and walked away from Brandon. “You have to promise me that you won’t let her come back here.”
“I won’t spend the night with her,” then he added under his breath, “not again.” Once again he felt a stirring in his loins as he remembered waking in her arms.
Picking up her pocketbook, Amanda threw him an impatient look and walked to the door. As she opened it, she looked back over her shoulder. “I will not let you go to her alone. I don’t trust her.”
“Okay.” He followed her out of the room.
Chapter 3
He could feel the angry stare biting into his back as Brandon gave Caitlyn a room key. The hotel clerk had only been able to give them one room on the same floor and the second one two floors up. Explaining to Amanda that he needed to be able to watch Caitlyn, he decided to put her in the room three doors from his own.
They all went up to his room together and Brandon carried Caitlyn’s suitcase to her new room. Once the door was closed behind Caitlyn, he offered to see Amanda to her door.
They took the elevator. Since Amanda had flown out to Vegas suddenly, all she had with her was a small carryon bag. Brandon offered to have a few things sent up from one of the downstairs stores. It has surprised him to realize how much room he had on his credit cards and, according to Amanda, how easily he could afford all these expenses. Apparently he had done very well for himself.
Amanda’s room was very similar to his own with a king size bed, rich cherry wood furniture, flocked draperies and comforting earth tones. Throw pillows were attractively arranged on the two armchairs. The lamp on the small oval table between the chairs gave a soft glow to the room. The fresh cut flowers in her room were varying shades of orange and yellow. Although it was on the late side, they had ordered dinner for two from room service; he hoped to try to appease her after bailing Caitlyn out. He had also arranged to have a tray delivered to Caitlyn but he didn’t make a big deal of that to Amanda.
He had let Amanda do the ordering for him even though the things she ordered for him didn’t seem to be the things he really wanted to eat. Hot roast beef and mashed potatoes dripping with gravy didn’t excite him, but he sat quietly chewing as he listened to more of Amanda’s tirades about Caitlyn. Meanwhile he ignored the way she tore into a piece of blood red beef brisket. The image left an uncomfortable feeling in his gut.
She filled him in on his business, the people he dealt with on a regular basis, financial investments he had made. Earlier in the day, she informed him, she had been able to contact the man he was supposed to have his business meeting with and managed to postpone it. The man, a part time professor at the computer engineering school at the local university, was going to be busy with other matters for a few days so, she figured, it would give them enough time to get Brandon back on track.
Amanda let Brandon know that she had arranged for a local doctor to make a “house call”, it was important that they learn what had cause his memory lapse. The doctor was on his way up to the room. Brandon didn’t like the feeling of being managed, but he also wanted to know what happened to him to cause his amnesia. While they waited, he asked Amanda what she knew of his family and personal life.
She confirmed what Caitlyn had said about him being estranged from his father. Apparently some marital problems between his parents just before his mom passed away had angered him. He couldn’t forgive his father who still lived in the family home. Amanda was much more informed about where he had grown up. It was a suburb of Chicago. He had attended the University of Illinois at Chicago graduating with a master’s degree in mechanical engineering. His specialty was in robotics. Even though Brandon had no memory of his school or even the knowledge and skill he supposedly possessed, it comforted him to have some idea of who he was.
Amanda rose to let the doctor in when he knocked. The examination began while she sat to the side.
After shining several lights into his eyes, checking his pulse and blood pressure, checking reflexes and asking several questions, the doctor told Brandon how rare total amnesia was, it was highly unusual to forget everything including one’s own identity. He wasn’t comforted.
“Doc, will I get my memory back?”
“I would have to say most probably. This appears to be the result of drugs, once they wear off...”
“Drugs?” Brandon jumped at the thought. “What kind of drugs?”
“Sedatives, something to suppress the central nervous system.”
Quickly going over the contents of his suitcase, Brandon came to a disturbing conclusion. “I don’t think I’m taking any prescriptions...”
“I knew that bitch drugged you!” Amanda’s voice dripped with venom.
“Could I have taken something without knowing?” He looked at the doctor.
“It’s possible, but without doing a tox screen, I can only make assumptions here.” He made a show of checking Brandon’s pulse again and then listened to his lungs with his stethoscope, “It’s an unfortunate but increasingly frequent incident for someone to put medications into drinks, especially alcohol.”
Brandon looked down. He didn’t want anyone to see the concern in his eyes. He kept remembering Caitlyn telling him how he had gotten drunk the night before. “Wouldn’t I have tasted something?”
The doctor stole a glance at Amanda; she was sitting quietly perched on the edge of her chair. “A lot of the drug companies are now coloring or flavoring some of the sedatives used, but, uh, if someone meant to harm you, it wouldn’t be hard to come up with some of the earlier versions.” Amanda cleared her throat. “We’re seeing more and more use of drugs like Rohypnol, it’s commonly called a roofie. Any benzodiazepine could have been used.”
“What would the symptoms be?”
“It depends. If it was put into alcohol, you might have just thought you had overindulged...”
“You mean, like I got drunk or something?” He looked at Amanda, she met his gaze with anger. “How long for that to wear off?”
“Usually it wears off within the day.”
“So why don’t I have my memory back yet?”
“There are a lot of factors, Brandon. How much you were given, were you given another dose...”
“But I didn’t drink today.”
“Usually it’s in alcohol, that seems to maximize the effect, but it could have been put into any beverage, coffee, soda, juice.”
“How long will it stay in the blood?” Amanda sounded determined.
“Two to three days...”
“Then take a sample of his blood, I want proof of what she did to him!”
Not sure what to believe, or who, Brandon was hesitant. “Even if you find that... stuff in my blood, it still doesn’t prove who gave it to me, does it?”
“I can’t believe you are still defending her!” Amanda yelled at him. “She drugged you, got you drunk and then convinced you to marry her... Doctor, would a contract signed while someone is under the influence be valid?”
“Uh, no, a judge would just throw it out.” The doctor was putting the tourniquet on Brandon’s arm to prepare for taking a blood sample.
“So you are not married to her! Brandon, you have no obligation to her. You should have just let her rot in jail.”
He inhaled sharply as he felt the needle piercing his skin. “When will I start to remember things Doc?”
“Well, assuming good health and removal from the source, if that is what was used, I would say within a few days.” The doctor examined Brandon’s eyes and head again. “Of course some kind of trauma to the head might change that prognosis. But I’m fairly confident that this won’t be permanent.”
“Permanent?” It hadn’t even occurred to him that he might never remember who he was.
Amanda came to stand beside them. “Is there any injury?’
The doctor answered her. “He has a small bruise on the back of his neck at the base of his skull. It seems pretty insignificant, but...”
“But she could have hit him with something, right?”
Brandon rubbed the back of his neck reflexively.
The doctor began to squirm. “It’s possible.” He capped the tube of blood he had drawn. “I have to get this to the lab. I will call you with the results in the morning.”
“As soon as you can,” Amanda stood with a hand possessively on Brandon’s shoulder. “I want to hang her!” She turned to take the doctor’s elbow and walk with him to the door. “Thank you for coming. I’ll be expecting your call in the morning.”
The doctor nodded and took one last, pitying look at Brandon before Amanda closed the door between them.
She turned back to him.
“I don’t believe him. I just can’t believe she would drug me, or try to injure me.” He wished he had something to back up his beliefs. “Something is terribly wrong here.”
“The terribly wrong is that you refuse to see the truth! How stupid can you be?”
Brandon was angered by her insults. “I’m going to go back to my room and try to sleep long enough to get my memory back. Then I will know who I can trust...”
“No, Brandon, sweetheart, I’m sorry.” She moved to stop him from leaving. “I am just frustrated and it’s not fair because I know you are too. Please... stay with me tonight.”
He managed to control his annoyance with her. “No Amanda, I need time to myself.” Even without his memory, he knew that at least he could trust himself. “Thank you for standing by me” He hesitated before leaning down and giving her a brief kiss. “Good night, I’ll see you in the morning.” Then he left.
He thought it was remarkable how much he was able to think about during the short ride between two floors in the elevator. But then, he mused, not having any memory certainly leaves your mind uncluttered.
He had no recollection at all of Caitlyn but he felt completely drawn to her. He did remember Amanda, or at least had a familiarity with her. Her name sent a curious tingling down his spine and he couldn’t understand what that meant, was it a warning that maybe he wasn’t as happy with her as she had indicated? Amanda’s voice and her red hair somehow just belonged in his memory but he had no idea what she really meant to him. Brandon was only sure of one thing, Amanda didn’t have the effect on his libido that Caitlyn did.
Pausing outside of his own hotel room door, Brandon struggled with his desire to see Caitlyn. Hell, he admitted to himself, it was a struggle not to take her in his arms and make love with her again. Finally he decided to pay her a visit, but he also decided to restrain himself and not complicate things any further with any intimacy.
Caitlyn opened the door to his knock. She was dressed in the same slacks and pink blouse she had put on that morning. Her dark eyes met his and he noticed a quick but fleeting happiness at seeing him.
“How are you doing?” He felt stupid asking her. “To say it’s been a rough day is an understatement.”
“I’m fine.” She answered quietly. “Would you like to come in?”
She stepped aside and he entered her room. The room was appointed similarly to his and Amanda’s rooms, but Caitlyn’s room had two double beds instead of one king. The dinner tray he had sent to her room was still on the serving cart, he could see that she had barely eaten anything.
“Have you been able to remember anything?” She moved her purse off of one of the chairs and sat down. “You’ve probably had a rougher day than me.”
He shook his head and smiled. Considering all that she had been put through that day, it amazed him that she was concerned about someone else. “No memories, but I did see a doctor...” He sat in the other chair. “The doctor thinks I was drugged.”
“Omigosh, how?” She seemed horrified.
“He said someone probably put something into my drink.”
“But who would do that? That’s horrible.”
“I wanted to ask you a couple of questions to try to figure that out.”
“Okay.”
Brandon was awestruck by her innocent reply and relieved at the same time. He wasn’t sure how he would have handled it if she had gotten suddenly defensive. “Do you remember when I had my first drink?”
“You ordered a drink while we were waiting for our table,” she glanced down at the rings on her hand. “After the ceremony, we went to dinner to celebrate. You had made reservations at Michael’s, here in the hotel.” She smiled. “It’s right next to the garden. It’s pretty.”
There were so many reasons he wished he could remember it. “Did I act... differently after that drink?”
“Not really. I mean, we were both acting kind of giddy. You announced to the maitre’d and our waiter that we had just gotten married.”
“What did we have for dinner? Food and drink, can you tell me?”
“We started with soup, uhm, it was a mushroom soup. Then we both had fish, you had sea bass and I had sole. You ordered wine to go with it, I think it was called something like... pinel... pinella.”
“Did you drink any?”
“I only took a sip. It was too dry and I’m not really a drinker. You wound up ordering an iced tea for me.”
If she had drunk the wine with him, then he would have known if the stuff was put in before or after it came to the table. He didn’t think one sip was enough to tell. “You said I drank a lot last night.”
“I guess that was really my fault. You had ordered that carafe and then you wound up drinking it all by yourself.”
“It was a carafe, not a bottle?” He wondered if that meant anything.
“Yeah. I think so.” Caitlyn frowned. “You think maybe someone put something into the wine?”
“I have no clue. Did I change or anything after I drank the wine?”
“Well, you were kind of, I don’t know, loopy? I figured it was because you had several glasses of wine.”
He nodded. “What happened after that?”
“We finished dinner. We didn’t have any dessert, we were both too full. I thought we were going to come up to the room when we left the restaurant and we started to head to the elevators. But then you suddenly decided you wanted to go into the casino.”
“I changed my mind?” He looked at her puzzled expression. “About coming up to the room? Did I say why?”
“No, I don’t think so. We were walking to the elevators, you had your arm around me and,” she blushed, “You were leaning over to whisper something and someone bumped into you. He apologized. He had been in a group, they had just come out of the elevators, and you thought they might be students at the university. Then he left. You weren’t angry or anything, you just looked worried. And then you said you wanted to try your luck at the tables.”
Brandon caught himself wondering what he had whispered to her to make her blush. “Was I acting drunk?”
“You were buzzed, but you seemed pretty sure of yourself.”
“But I seemed worried after we got bumped? Did I say why?”
“No. You were looking around a lot like you were looking for someone and then you ushered me into the casino.”
“Can you describe the kid who bumped into me?”
She thought for a moment. “Not really, uh, average, white, maybe college age...”
“What next?” He sighed. “I’m sorry. I’m just trying to figure things out.”
“That’s okay. I just guess I wasn’t paying attention though so it’s a little hard to remember everything.”
“You’re doing great.”
“We were at the wheel thing, roulette. You had placed a couple of bets, nothing big, and you lost.” She pursed her lips. “A hostess came over and you ordered a scotch and soda for you and a cola for me. That was really when you seemed like you had too much to drink.”
“What do you mean?”
“You got a little loud and I had to help you count your chips because you kept losing your place.”
“This was after the scotch?” He thought about that. “Do you remember if the same hostess that took the order delivered it?”
She shook her head. “I have no idea.”
“Then what happened?”
“I had suggested we go upstairs and then you got paged to the hotel phone. I was going to come with you to the lobby, but you handed me your chips and some cash and said I should go play something. You asked me not to leave the casino. You said you would meet me back there as soon as you were off the phone.” She sounded a little hurt at being left behind. “It took about a half an hour before you came back.”
The hotel clerk had already told him he was on the phone for only a few minutes. Brandon had no idea where he had been for half an hour.
“I hope I helped you.” Caitlyn looked concerned.
He smiled. “I think you did, a little anyway.” If he was drugged, he was pretty sure it was the scotch he had ordered in the casino, and apparently Caitlyn had nothing to do with that. “I better get back to my room. Have you gotten any rest at all? We have to go to the courtroom tomorrow.”
“I know. Thank you for paying my bail, I know your secretary wasn’t happy” She glanced over at the dinner tray. “Oh and thank you for my meal too, I’m sure that was your idea.”
“You need to take care of yourself. Caitlyn, I can afford to lose the bail money, maybe you should take off...”
She stood. “No! I haven’t done anything wrong.”
He knew in his gut she was telling the truth, but the evidence said otherwise. “The police have enough proof against you. I just don’t want you going to jail.”
She wrapped her arms around herself and her voice shook. “I’m innocent.”
Brandon had to take her in his arms at that point. He hated to see her looking so vulnerable. “I believe you, I really do.” He held her close against him and thought how well she fit.
“But why would anyone say that I stole? They don’t even believe I’m who I say I am.”
“I don’t know sweetheart.”
She looked up at him when he used the endearment and he could no longer resist the urge to kiss her. Caitlyn’s lips parted under his and he felt the tips of their tongues touch and tease. He held her tighter and he was afraid he’d crush her if he weren’t careful. She pressed herself up against him.
When it became obvious, physically obvious, that Brandon really wanted more, he broke the kiss. He was determined to keep himself controlled but he admitted that it wasn’t easy so long as she was in his arms. He fought with himself to let her go.
It took a moment for him to catch his breath. “I’m sorry Caitlyn.”
She gently brushed her fingertips over his lips. “Don’t be.”
He grabbed her hand. Her touch had nearly sent him careening out of control. He kissed her fingers carefully. “I have to go back to my room now.” Brandon walked towards her door. He avoided facing her. “I need you to think about running away. I’ll give you whatever money you need...”
“I’m not leaving.”
“Caitlyn...”
“No Brandon. I’m innocent. If I run I will look guilty.” He finally turned to look at her. “I’m just going to take a quick shower and then get into bed. Tomorrow will be better. They are going to find out that all those papers are wrong.”
“I hope so.” He meant it. “Good night.” He started to lean in for a kiss and then stopped himself.
She saw him stop and smiled slightly. “I will see you tomorrow.”
“Yeah.” He nodded at her and then he left.
Chapter 4
“She’s gone!”
“What?” Amanda’s angry knocking at his door had woken Brandon. He opened the door and then realized he was only wearing his boxer shorts. She didn’t seem to notice.
“The bimbo is gone!”
“What are you talking about?” He was trying to shake the sleep from his head.
“I was going to come down here to wake you, I thought maybe we could do breakfast. And I saw her door was ajar, so I went in.”
“Caitlyn’s door?” Amanda’s words suddenly sunk in. He stepped into the hallway and started towards Caitlyn’s room. It was only a few doors down but it seemed like a long journey.
“Uh, do you want to put some clothes on?” He ignored her. Amanda sounded annoyed at his concern for Caitlyn. “She ran out on you. I told you that you should never have paid her bail.”
“No. She wasn’t going to run.” He had accepted her word and believed her. He entered Caitlyn’s room barefoot. The bed didn’t look like it had been slept in. He looked around the room and opened and closed drawers and the wardrobe closet. Her things and her suitcase were gone.
“I knew she was going to run, she wasn’t going to pay for her crimes.” Amanda taunted him with her warnings.
“She told me she wasn’t going to leave.” While he was relieved that she left and wouldn’t have to face jail, he was also upset that she had lied to him. He had offered to help pay for her escape, there was no reason for her to make the promise of staying if she hadn’t meant it. How much more of what she had said had been lies?
Someone passed by the partially open door in the hallway and Brandon seemed to realize his state of undress. “I have to get back to my room.” He took a cautious look into the hallway and made sure it was clear before hurrying down the hall.
Amanda followed him. “Now do you believe me? I told you she was no good.” She entered his room after him and closed the door behind her.
He was irritated by Amanda’s condemnation of Caitlyn, but he had nothing to refute it with. “As soon as I get dressed, I have to go downstairs to the desk clerk and find out if anyone saw her.” There was no hurry, he thought, it would give Caitlyn a chance to get further away...
“In the meanwhile I’ll call the police and let them know that she skipped out on her bail. Unfortunately you are going to be out all that money.”
“No.” Brandon really wanted to give her the time to put some distance behind her, but he knew he wouldn’t be able to explain his gut feelings to Amanda, especially not after Caitlyn had run away. He couldn’t explain his gut feelings because he didn’t understand them himself. He sighed, “Go ahead.”
Amanda stared at him. “You’re acting as if you don’t want her caught. I don’t believe you.”
“I know what you said about her...”
“It’s not just what I said; you saw some of the evidence. Trust me, the police back in New York have a lot more, the only reason they didn’t send it all was because they were trying to bring her back there to face her crimes.”
“I just can’t believe she’s a bad person. I don’t know if she got involved with something, maybe, but... it just can’t be who she is.” He still believed in her innocence, he just didn’t believe she would be able to prove it.
“How can you even trust her after she drugged you?”
“But she wasn’t the one who drugged me.”
“How do you know that?”
“Because I asked her.” He ran a hand through his hair and then busied himself getting clothes from his suitcase. “Last night I went to see her. I had to ask her what happened the night we got married.” He watched Amanda’s expression go from disbelief to anger. He couldn’t blame her.
“Did you sleep with her again?” She was furious.
“No.” There was no way Brandon would admit the temptation he had felt. There was no way he could tell her about the kiss he and Caitlyn had shared and how he had wanted so much more. “I just asked her to tell me everything that happened that night... before we were together.”
“And do you really think she told you the truth?” She stopped him from sorting through his clothing. “She drugged you, got you to marry her, and probably helped herself to your wallet. Then she pretty much raped you.” Amanda began to cry. “And all the time she knew you and I were engaged to be married.”
She grabbed hold of him and leaned against his bare chest to cry. Brandon felt uncomfortable but told himself he should try to comfort her, so he put his arms around her and stroked her shoulders. He felt like he was comforting a stranger and wondered how a man could forget the woman he was supposedly engaged to so completely.
“Ssh Amanda, I’m sorry you’re hurting. I don’t mean to cause you pain.” Amanda was standing so close to him, he could feel her body pressing against his and all he could do was compare it to when he held Caitlyn. “You know, maybe it’s just for the best that Caitlyn is gone.” In his heart, he knew that was a lie. The only thing good about Caitlyn being gone was that she might escape prosecution.
She looked up at him. “Do you really think so?”
Brandon felt Amanda’s hand flatten against his chest. “Yeah, I do.” He felt her fingers begin an exploration of a male nipple and he tried to suppress the urge to push her away. She turned her lips to his chest and began to place intimate kisses over his heart. “Stop.” His one word sounded like a plea.
Her hand stilled and the kisses stopped. “What?” She sounded surprised. “I want you Brandon. Don’t you want me?”
Feeling guilty that he was causing her pain, he managed to take a slow step away from her. Her touch had caused a disturbing sensation. He managed to smile at her. “I just, I still need to get my bearings. I still need time.” Her simple touch and tiny kisses had felt like an invasion.
“Oh, okay.” She paused poignantly. “I didn’t mean to push.”
“I know...” He turned back to his suitcase and chose a few items. “Uh, I’m going to take a shower and shave. Then I’ll come up to get you.”
She smiled timidly. “Don’t worry, I’ll wait.”
He had really hoped she would leave, but he simply nodded at her and closed the bathroom door behind him.
He let the water run over his body, he had turned the shower on as hot as he could stand it. The pulsating drops did nothing to ease his tension. He wanted to wash away the sensations he had felt when Amanda had touched him. He wanted to wash away the desire he still felt for Caitlyn. Brandon watched the water circling the drain in one last bid for survival before disappearing.
Why hadn’t Caitlyn been more honest with him? She knew he wouldn’t have stopped her from leaving, he had even offered to help her out financially. Why couldn’t she have given him the chance to say goodbye? Why hadn’t he allowed himself the beauty of her body one more time last night? He didn’t feel so honorable as much as he felt stupid and cheated.
If she ever sought him out again, he wouldn’t turn her away. He would gladly hide her away. He could imagine hiding her in his bedroom. He imagined her gorgeous chestnut hair against the rich hue of his tan bedspread. He pictured lowering himself down and...
“Damn. I just remembered something.” He spoke out loud into the masking noise of the running water. The water beat down on his body and he pushed as hard as he could to remember more. The memory of making love to Caitlyn came rushing back at him, except, he realized, the memory wasn’t in the hotel bed. He’d been with her before.
With the water still running, Brandon leaned back against the tile and realized that he had been having an affair with her. “Oh god, does Amanda know?” What kind of man was he, he wondered, to have cheated on his fiancé? Out of the guilt he felt, he tried desperately to remember some of the passion he’d shared with Amanda. The only memory he could come up with was her red hair brushing against his face. And he remembered her voice, but this time he remembered hearing anger. She must have known about Caitlyn.
He rinsed himself off and stepped out of the shower dripping wet onto the floor mat. The harder he tried to think of Amanda and remember being intimate with her, the more he remembered sweet moans from Caitlyn and the feeling of his body pressed intimately against hers. His body reacted to the memory and he knew he had to maintain control and relax before he opened the door to Amanda.
Even if she knew about his relationship with Caitlyn, he couldn’t tell Amanda what he remembered. He was sure she’d be happy that he was beginning to remember, but how do you tell your fiancé that you remember making love to another woman and don’t remember her at all? And if she didn’t know about Caitlyn, then he didn’t want to cause her even more pain than what she had already endured.
He turned the shower water off and dressed slowly. Maybe he could manage to remember something that he could share with Amanda...
In his haste to get away from Amanda earlier, he realized he had forgotten to grab his shaving kit. Or did he use an electric razor? He told himself he would keep his returning memory to himself for now and he opened the door.
Amanda jumped when he pulled the door open. She had been bent over his now open suitcase.
“What are you doing?” He had left his bag on the bed but closed, not locked, but still closed.
She closed the lid before she answered him. “I was looking to see if you had the meeting folder for your client, you know, the one you were supposed to meet yesterday. I was hoping that maybe I could try to salvage it.”
Her intrusion really bothered him but he couldn’t explain why? Was her familiarity with his business and his life normal for them?
“The doctor said my memory should return in a few days. And you said the client agreed to a postponement. You’ve already salvaged it.” He opened his suitcase and an inner flap dropped open to reveal some unfamiliar items. Brandon looked questioningly at Amanda.
“That’s your business folders.”
He picked up a man’s wallet from inside this hidden compartment. When he opened it, he saw a driver’s license with his face staring back at him, but the name said Trent Collins.
“What’s this?” He held it out to Amanda. “Who the hell am I?”
“I can explain.” She went to take the wallet from his hand but he wouldn’t let go of it and she refused to struggle. “It’s really not as nefarious as it sounds.”
According to Amanda, his recent work had involved government contracts dealing with national security and some of his meetings had been covert. Fake ID’s were sometimes used to protect anyone involved in the transaction. Brandon, and she insisted that was his real name, had used several identities in the past.
“So, how am I sure that I really am this Brandon Price?” He opened Trent Collin’s wallet again and studied the driver’s license. Reaching into the back pocket of the pants he had worn the day before, he pulled out Brandon Price’s wallet and compared the licenses. The same picture and physical description had been used on both ID’s.
“You are, don’t worry.”
“Don’t worry?” He laughed cynically. “This just put into question everything that I remember, at least everything I remember for the last twenty-four hours because that’s the only memory I have! And I am not supposed to worry?” He flipped through some of the folders that were in the suitcase secret compartment. There were several technical drawings, supposedly penned by him, but he had no understanding of what they were about. “Did Caitlyn know about these phony names?”
“If she did, then she’s more dangerous than just a simple con-artist.”
“Why didn’t you tell me about this before? I mean, you were sure to tell me that Caitlyn had other identities.”
“I didn’t want to confuse you. You have no memory of who you are. Was I supposed to give you a list of names and ask you to pick which one you liked best?”
He actually laughed at the irony of that. Although he still had no memory of who he was, or who Brandon Price was, at least he had felt some security in having a name he was sure of. Even that small security had now evaporated.
“Brandon, you were supposed to hand off a computer chip at yesterday’s meeting. Where is it?”
He frowned. “I have no idea.”
“Did you give it to Caitlyn?”
“I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”
“Could she have stolen it?”
“I don’t know.” He sounded annoyed. How the hell was he supposed to know what happened to some computer chip when he had no idea what he was even talking about? “I have no idea where this thing is, or even what it looks like for that matter.” He paused and told himself he had no reason to be angry with Amanda, after all, she was only trying to help him put his life back together. “What is it supposed to do?”
Amanda took a moment to think. “It’s for one of your government contracts. I never totally understood all the nitty-gritty and technical stuff.” She changed the topic smoothly. “We’ll deal with this when you get your memory back. By the way, the doctor called me on my cell while you were in the shower.”
“And?” He worried about what the doctor may have found.
“Your blood was positive for benzodiazepine. You were definitely drugged.” She didn’t have to finish her thoughts, but it was obvious to him that she was making accusations against Caitlyn.
Brandon exhaled loudly. If he believed the things Caitlyn told him, he had to have been drugged when they were in the casino. She said someone, or something had upset him, in the hallway outside of the elevators. Suddenly he seemed to remember that he felt an urgency to remain in public, or at least to keep Caitlyn in public. He remembered he wanted to protect her.
Frustrated, she gave up waiting for him to voice the accusation. “Obviously she spiked your drink, Brandon.”
“No.” He shook his head. “Caitlyn didn’t do it, I’m sure of it. Amanda, I think Caitlyn was in some kind of danger.”
“The only thing she was in danger about was being caught by the police!” Amanda was angry. “And she tricked you into bringing her out here. Maybe she even got you to marry her so that you couldn’t testify against her. Or maybe she just figured she’d help herself to your money, all she had to do was sleep with you like a whore!”
He stared at her and felt her rage. He felt a feeling of déjà vu. “Did we argue recently, Amanda? You and I?”
He noticed a brief alarmed look in her eyes before she answered him. Regaining her composure, she quickly answered him. “No. Why?”
“I remember you being angry with me. Your voice, the way your eyes flash... you have yelled at me recently.” He was sure of that. “I’m beginning to remember.”
“No. We didn’t have any fights.” She seemed nervous. “I mean no more than any other couple, we didn’t really have any fights though.”
“No. We did argue. I’m sure of that, I just don’t know about what.” She had been close to him in his memory and he remembered feeling her hair brushing against his face. “Tell me the truth, Amanda, please.”
She paused and then shrugged. “It was really nothing. We’ve had spats, little disagreements about the wedding plans.”
Brandon stared at her. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he had a feeling of unease. Maybe she had found out about him and Caitlyn, it would make sense if she didn’t want to admit to that right now. He definitely remembered her raised voice, her leaning in close to him, her anger. He didn’t know why, but he also remembered pain.
It didn’t take long for Amanda to change the subject, but it was obvious that she had been rattled.
Amanda reminded him that they had things to do. She had already informed the police that Caitlyn had run. Brandon wanted to ask around downstairs if anyone had seen Caitlyn leaving. Amanda also pouted that she was waiting for him to take her to breakfast.
They went downstairs. No one at the desk remembered seeing Caitlyn leave, but the night manager had already left. It was suggested he might have seen something. Brandon caught himself staring at the bank of house phones off to the side of the lobby and remembered picking up the receiver. He couldn’t remember anything that was said or where he went afterwards.
After breakfast, he convinced Amanda to return to her room and give him some time alone. He told her he needed to rest, but he really wanted the time to go through everything in his suitcase and his room. As for the computer chip, he had no idea where to start looking for something that was about a quarter inch square. He didn’t know what it looked like, or exactly what it was for, but somehow he was sure of its size.
He shook out all of the clothes in his suitcase and put his hands into all the pockets, and then he ran his fingers along the seams of the luggage. Both the Brandon wallet and the Trent wallet were inspected. He found a cell phone in his luggage, the phone had been turned off; he pried the battery case off and looked inside to no avail. Putting the battery back on, he turned the phone on and looked through the directory, there were only a few numbers. He had Amanda and Caitlyn listed, his office number, a Thai take-out, and a movie-line directory. Checking recent calls made in and out proved frustrating, he apparently made a habit of deleting files. He obviously didn’t like to leave much of a trail.
He turned the phone off again to make sure that any GPS system in the phone was disabled and placed the phone in his pocket. Then he wondered why he worried about the GPS system being able to track him. He also wondered how he even knew about the GPS when he couldn’t remember so much else.
After his inspected the contents of his toiletry bag, he took the time to use the electric razor he found inside to remove the morning stubble from his chin. He remembered to check for any concealed computer chips when he emptied the shavings from the razor.
He also found a set of house and car keys and some loose change. Everything received a thorough examination. Being a business man and consultant, he was surprised to find that he didn’t seem to carry any phone book, PDA or day planner. The identification he carried, in both names, was minimal. Caitlyn was right, he was pretty secretive.
Chapter 5
Brandon was looking out of the window on the plane ride home. He wondered if he would ever get to see Caitlyn again. Cheating on Amanda or not, he definitely couldn’t get Caitlyn out of his mind. Amanda was an attractive woman, very sophisticated and she certainly knew how to dress to show off her best features. Her red hair framed her face beautifully and her green eyes accentuated perfectly flawless skin. So why, he wondered, did he, an obviously healthy man, not find himself desiring her the way he did Caitlyn?
The flight attendant interrupted his thoughts as she placed the juice and snack mix he had ordered on the tray in front of him. Amanda had ordered a rum and coke to wash down her snack. He thanked the young woman and sat drumming the tray with his fingers.
Amanda placed her hand over his. “A penny for your thoughts.”
He smiled at her. “I don’t think they’re worth enough yet.”
“Have you remembered anything?”
“I think maybe a piece here or there.” She cocked her head and waited for him to go on. “My apartment, I think I remember black and tan, and a lot of bold pieces. Do I have one or two bedrooms? I seem to think I have a home office but I can’t remember if it’s in a room by itself or not.”
“You are beginning to get your memory back. It is a separate room, a spare bedroom. You actually have three bedrooms, you use the third as a guest room.” She smiled encouragingly. “You like to call in from your office at home, especially when you just get back from a business trip. You say you get most of your work done from there.”
“It’s near a park? And I go running when I need to think?”
“Yes.” She smiled. “You live just west of Central Park and you like to run around the reservoir to clear your mind. I usually wind up manning the office downtown by myself.”
“I guess I must leave a lot on your shoulders?” He wondered how he could use this woman the way he apparently did. He must rely on her for a lot of his professional obligations. Maybe that was all he kept her around for and maybe that was why he was having an affair with Caitlyn while promising to marry Amanda. Or maybe he really did have feelings for Amanda and just didn’t remember them yet.
“Not at all. You’re busy with your stuff, designing and meetings and all.” She gave his hand a squeeze. When we get back to New York, I’ll help you get things sorted out in your apartment...”
Closing his eyes, he tried to visualize his work area. “I have a locked file cabinet there that I keep my designs in, don’t I?”
“Yes.” She sounded surprised. “Uh, why don’t you put your head back and try to relax?”
“Don’t you want me remembering?” He was surprised.
“Oh, I do. It’s just that when we get back, you have to face so many new things.” She chuckled. “Is it possible to strain your mind?”
“I don’t know.” He had an inexplicable unease. Brandon gently retrieved his hand from under hers and reached for a magazine from the chair seat back in front of him. He began to flip through pages before he even took a look at the actual content. The article was about the development of the digital age and its applications in the business world; it was easy for him to focus on the magazine and mentally escape the presence of the woman next to him. He couldn’t understand why he had a growing distrust of Amanda and he wondered if their supposed engagement was as genuinely happy as she was telling him. It was obvious that he hadn’t been very honest with her.
“Brandon,” Amanda had allowed him to read quietly for several minutes. “I have something...” She put a pair of rings into his palm.
One gold band and one small diamond ring. He recognized them immediately as Caitlyn’s rings. “Where did you get these?”
“It was the only thing she left in her room when she skipped out.”
He closed his hand tightly over the small gold band and the simple diamond ring. He could almost see them on Caitlyn’s delicate hand. “I don’t understand why she left these.” Holding the rings left an empty feeling in the pit of his stomach.
“Did you actually think she’d feel sentimental about these?” She was sarcastic. “Obviously they meant nothing to her! You meant nothing to her except a free ride. If she couldn’t have your wallet, then I guess she didn’t want you at all.” She watched him to see if he would react. “Hey, maybe she figured it was payback for the bail money that you lost when you thought you could trust her. But I don’t think she could be that decent. She probably just wanted to send the message that you mean nothing to her.”
It was easy to understand Amanda’s contempt but he still didn’t like hearing it. “I would have thought that she could use the rings for cash somewhere along the way.” He admitted to himself that he felt hurt that she didn’t keep his rings. “I didn’t expect her to... have any feelings for me.”
“Why are you still wearing that ring?” She pointed at the gold wedding band on his left hand.
He shrugged. “I’m not sure, I guess I didn’t even realize it was there.” It just felt natural to him. To appease her, he removed the wedding band from his finger and put it, along with Caitlyn’s two rings, into his pants pocket. Immediately he regretted removing the ring.
She put her hand gently on his arm. “I already called your lawyer to get him started on annulling your marriage, although I don’t think it was valid anyway since she drugged you...”
“She didn’t drug me.” Somehow he was sure of that even though everything else he thought he knew seemed to be crumbling.
“Are you telling me you actually wanted to marry her?” She turned in her seat to face him and her voice quivered. “Are you telling me that you don’t want to marry me?” Her voice had risen and Brandon noticed that a few of their fellow passengers had actually quieted as if they were listening.
“I don’t know Amanda. I’m sorry, but whatever happened to me afterwards, I believe that I wasn’t drugged and I wasn’t even drunk when Caitlyn and I were married.”
A tear escaped and rolled down her cheek. “You admit you wanted to marry her?” She barely whispered. “How dare you? How can you hurt me like this?”
“I’m sorry, I really am.” He felt like a heel and he knew that one of the other passengers was watching him with undisguised disgust. “I never meant to hurt you. I don’t know why I did what I did. I don’t think I want to break our engagement, but I’m not sure what I want right now.” He felt badly for the woman sitting next to him. Turning towards her, he took her hand. “Please give me a chance to get my memory back and then, I guess, we need to sit and talk.” Maybe then he’d understand why he had such erotic memories of Caitlyn, why he wanted her and why he seemed so anxious to forgive her for her alleged crimes.
Amanda sniffled and drew a slow breath in. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “Sure.” She sounded hollow.
Brandon sat back and tried to avoid the disapproving stares of his fellow passengers. He really didn’t like the picture of himself that he was beginning to see. He didn’t like the fact that each time he closed his eyes, he was able to imagine Caitlyn as she climaxed. And whenever he tried to substitute Amanda into those memories, all he felt was cold. Maybe when he got his memory back and understood more about himself, he was going to have to break this woman’s heart and be honest with her. He was very disappointed in himself.
Amanda was the picture of efficiency and he could understand why he obviously relied on her so much in his business. She was organized. As soon as they disembarked from the plane, she seemed to know exactly who to direct orders to. A driver from a private car service holding a placard with their names greeted them. He retrieved their luggage and escorted them to the waiting Town Car for the trip into Manhattan.
When they stepped from the car, Brandon intuitively knew which apartment building to enter. He hoped he actually remembered and didn’t just remember the address from the driver’s license he had been shown. It was encouraging.
They brought both his and her luggage up to his apartment. Amanda paid the driver and dismissed him. She told Brandon it would be best if she helped him get settled. “Actually I could stay here with you, at least until you remember enough to get along.”
He hesitated not wanting to give her the wrong signals.
“I won’t even stay in your room, I can sleep on the couch. I just don’t want to sleep in the guest room. It’s the principle of the thing. I hope you understand.” She seemed so anxious. “Please let me help you. Let me stay here tonight.”
He couldn’t think of any legitimate reason to say no. “Thank you.” A thought occurred to him and he waited to enter his office before he spoke. “Actually I have a futon in here, it’s got to be more comfortable and you can still have your privacy.” He was impressed that he remembered the futon.
Even though he didn’t think he could tell someone else where things were in his apartment, Brandon found himself walking to the correct doors, opening the right drawers and putting things just where they seemed to fit. He was pleased because the apartment felt like it was his and not just a place that was listed as his residence on his ID. He had arrived home and it felt good. He approved his obviously earlier choice of furniture, plush and sturdy pieces, and the plush loom of the area rug in the living room. Everything was just as he imagined it would be and he knew more pieces of his memory were coming back.
He unpacked his suitcase and put things away. He put the water kettle up in the kitchen and reached into the cabinet for a pair of oversized mugs. Not at all surprised to find cocoa mix just where he thought it would be, he enjoyed a cup of hot cocoa with Amanda. Leaving the kitchen he walked her to the office door and helped her to turn the futon into a bed. He kissed her gently and wished her good night. Entering the master bedroom, he sighed contentedly and got ready for bed. Jet lag and the stress of the past two days had taken their toll and he felt tired. Maybe he would wake up to more memories after resting.
He felt comfortable as he stripped down to his boxers and crawled in between the sheets of his king sized bed. He fluffed the oversize pillows and lay down enjoying the comfortable familiarity. It didn’t take long for Brandon to close his eyes and begin to relax. Some of the tension he had been feeling began to melt. Just as he was feeling himself drift off to sleep, he reached out and was bothered by the unfamiliar feeling of finding himself alone in the bed. Without hesitation, he realized that he had shared his bed with Caitlyn several times before and he missed having her by his side. In the dark, he stared at the empty half of the bed and then forced himself to stretch out across the middle to make the bed seem a little less bare. He fell asleep with Caitlyn’s name on his lips and her image in his mind. Tomorrow he would have to talk to Amanda about their engagement; it was something he obviously couldn’t honor.
The room was dark when he woke and it took a few moments for him to get his bearings. Slowly he recognized the shadows of his bedroom and was pleased that they felt familiar. Then he heard the grating sound that had woken him from sleep and recognized it as a file cabinet drawer in his office. Brandon slipped on a pair of jeans and walked barefoot down the carpeted hall. The light from his office shone under the closed door; he was about to knock when he heard a man’s angry whisper.
Concerned, he cracked the door open just enough to see inside. Amanda was going through file folders on his desk while an unidentified man was going through the contents of a file drawer.
“What are you doing?”
Amanda jumped at Brandon’s voice. He remembered that was the second time in as many days that he had questioned her actions. The pair had been so involved in their quest that neither had heard the door open.
He faced the man. “And who the hell are you?”
Quickly regaining her composure, Amanda chuckled and started to move towards Brandon. “Sweetheart, what are you doing up?”
“I asked what you were doing?”
A guilty look passed between the two conspirators.
“What are you looking for?” Brandon looked between Amanda and the unknown man. His gaze settled on the man who was at least half a head taller than him and nearly twice as wide. “Who are you?”
The man closed the file drawer noisily and faced Brandon with his arms crossed. Amanda looked to him again before responding to Brandon’s questions. “I think you better come in and sit down.”
He didn’t flinch. “Answer my question.”
“She said to sit down.” The other man finally spoke.
“Brandon, please...” Amanda sounded worried.
Wary, he took a seat on the futon. “What’s going on?”
Amanda sighed. “We need the design for the computer chip you were going to deliver in Las Vegas.”
“Why?”
“The people I work for have a very big interest in that chip.” The other man came around the desk and approached.
Brandon looked at Amanda and then at her burly companion. “What’s your involvement in this Amanda?” Had he failed to protect her, too, the way he had failed Caitlyn?
She opened her mouth to speak but her companion cut her off. “She’s being paid, and don’t worry, she didn’t sell you out for a small amount.”
“I didn’t want you to find out like this Brandon.” She shook her head and hugged herself. “I really was going to try to keep you out of this...”
Flashes of memory started to bombard him. He remembered the sudden urgency to get out of town and a threat that had been made against Caitlyn. That was why he had to get her to go with him! He hadn’t realized that Amanda was part of the threat. “Where’s Caitlyn?” Amanda looked back at him silently. “She didn’t really run, did she?”
“She’s all right.” Amanda was quick to reassure him. “She would have been better off if you hadn’t tried so hard to protect her.”
“What? Why?” He sounded confused.
“You’re the one who made us have to find some way to get her away from you.”
“Why did you lie about her identity? Why did you try to make me think she was someone else?”
Amanda acted like she believed she was blameless. “Because the cops were willing to remove her this way. No one would have believed a goody-two-shoes was capable of anything illegal. So we switched some facts in the national police files, and the cops took her away.” Her voice rose suddenly. “Then you had to get her out on bail. If you had just left her sitting in the jail cell, we never would have had to take her. She would have been a hell of a lot better off. But trust me, for now, she’s all right.”
“And if you want her to remain all right, you had better come up with that chip.”
“Ross?” Amanda seemed scared of the other man.
Brandon stared at Amanda. He remembered the feeling of her hair swaying across his face. “You were in Las Vegas, weren’t you? You were there that night.” The memory was still fuzzy, but it was definitely there.
She didn’t answer.
“I met you there didn’t I? You’re the reason I disappeared for half an hour. You are the person who called me.” He started to stand but Ross pushed him back down onto the futon. “You were the one who drugged me.”
Ross laughed.
“They... we gave you something in your drink, but just enough to unsettle you.” Amanda almost sounded apologetic. “There wasn’t enough to really hurt you.”
“Just enough? Then why don’t I have my memory back yet?”
“I’m sorry Brandon. I didn’t know what else they were planning to do...”
Her tone worried him. “What did they do?” He was greeted by silence. “What the hell did they do to me?”
She looked at Ross again and when she turned back to Brandon, her eyes had welled with tears. “They injected you with a glucose blocker. They gave it to you... they wanted it directly in your brain.” She motioned with her hands and touched the back of his neck. “So they injected you here... in the back of your neck... by your spine.”
His hand went reflexively to the sore neck he’d been feeling. He nearly pushed her away. “Is this permanent?”
“I don’t know enough about it. They said you’d get your memory back eventually. I think they really just wanted you... confused. I think they gave you too much.” Amanda kneeled down in front of him. “I’m sorry, I honestly didn’t know how dangerous they were.”
“Oh cut the crap!” Ross grew impatient. “You only cared about the money. Where is the chip?” He approached him menacingly. “One more time, where is the damn chip?”
“I was told he wouldn’t be hurt!” Amanda raised her voice at Ross. She looked back at Brandon. “I never meant for you to be harmed.”
“Well, he will be if we don’t deliver that chip. And any more backtalk and you better start worrying about your own safety.”
She looked frightened. “Brandon please, just give us the chip.”
“I have no idea what you are talking about.” Brandon sounded frustrated. “Where is Caitlyn?”
“Stop worrying about her! If you don’t give them the chip, they’ll hurt you... permanently.”
He couldn’t remember enough yet. “What the hell does this chip do?”
Ross snorted with impatience. “Stop playing games.”
Amanda threw Ross an exasperated look. She spoke very calmly. “You modified a chip that’s used in guided missiles. The government hired you to work on this job. Brandon, this is the kind of work you do.”
She realized the injection hadn’t fully worn off yet. “That’s why you keep everything so secretive. You’ve been working for the government for years.”
“You’re saying I’m some kind of spy?”
“Not really.”
“I’m an independent contractor?”
She hesitated. “Yes.”
“You’re wasting time.” Ross was checking his watch.
Brandon stood, he sidestepped Ross when he attempted to push him back down again, he was prepared this time. “No, you’re wasting my time. Why should I help you? Just who do you work for?”
Amanda shook her head fiercely. “You don’t want to know that Brandon.”
Ross stepped back and pulled his jacket open to reveal a firearm. “Even if you don’t value your own life, what about your girlfriend’s life? Oh, excuse me, your wife’s life? All I have to do is make one phone call. In just a few minutes, she would be dead.”
Brandon remembered feeling worried about Caitlyn’s safety. He had fallen in love with her, something he had vowed never to do since he started working with the government. He remembered that. He also remembered overhearing a plot to kidnap her, which was why he had decided to get her out of town so quickly. The marriage proposal had worked. He had just never expected the cycle of events that did happen. He had never expected to forget the reason he had to protect her.
“I have to see Caitlyn. I have to make sure she really is okay.” He sounded adamant. “I need proof. I need to see her.”
“You don’t really have much to bargain with.”
“Yeah, but my memory is returning and that is something you want.” With a lot more bravado than he actually felt, Brandon presented his terms. “If you want me to work with you on getting that computer chip, then you will reassure me that number one, Caitlyn is all right and number two, that your people will let her go unharmed.” He paused. He didn’t want to think of the bad things that could happen. “Completely unharmed. I mean it.”
Ross looked at Amanda and laughed. He nodded at Brandon and said mockingly, “I’ll make a phone call and let them know your demands.”
Pulling a cell phone from his jacket pocket, Ross went to the other side of the room and turned his back to Brandon and Amanda.
Brandon looked at Amanda. “I take it we were never engaged. That was all part of this sham.”
Her look of despair quickly turned to anger. “No. You were never interested. You always managed to look right past me.” She sniffled. “You were too blind to see the kind of things I could do for you.” Amanda’s eyes were brimming with tears.
“Like selling me out?”
“It wasn’t like that.” She turned away.
“Oh? What was it like then?”
Crossing her arms protectively in front of her, Amanda looked at Brandon. Her eyes were full of pain. “You got involved with her... and you started talking about phasing out some of the government work. You said you didn’t want to take a chance that you might put her in danger.” She looked at him accusingly. “You never worried about me like that.”
“I’m sorry if you felt, what, neglected?” The words sounded empty even to his own ears. He wasn’t sure what exactly he was sorry about or why he should be.
“I knew that would mean downsizing your business. You might even have considered closing it and going to work for someone else.” She paused. “Look, I had to watch out for myself. It wasn’t like I had some man to take care of me like your little girlfriend. So when they came to me and offered me money, a lot of money, I decided I was worth it.”
He sighed. “You have no conscience.”
“Look, I didn’t know how far they were going to go. And it was your fault anyway.”
“How the hell was it my fault?”
“You began to suspect something, so you pushed up the date to transfer the chip. And then you didn’t trust me, you started cutting me out of your plans. You had always included me in everything.” She held herself even tighter. “I was trying to keep it all clean and neat and keep you out of danger. I knew you didn’t care about me, but... I always loved you. I never wanted them to hurt you.”
He raised his eyebrows. He was surprised at her declaration. “Well, I guess I was lucky because god knows what you might have done if you hated me.”
Amanda stared at him incredulously. “That was cruel.”
“And so were you obviously.”
“I told you, I never meant for them to hurt you. Brandon, I wanted to die when they gave you that injection and I knew you were in pain.”
Somewhere in the back of his mind, he remembered the pain. “Oh that makes a big difference.” He shook his head. “Do you have any idea what it’s like to wake up and have no friggin’ idea who you are? I felt like I did die, I had nothing to hold on to. I had no past, no life... no me.” There was nothing except for Caitlyn, he thought. “I had no idea who I could trust. I knew I was drawn to Caitlyn and yet I couldn’t even remember her. And I couldn’t do anything to help her. It hurt her so much because I couldn’t remember her.”
“I don’t care whether you remembered your precious Caitlyn or not! I was there all along and you never even noticed me.”
“Do you really think I could care for someone like you?” His voice was chilling. “Considering what you’ve done... I would never want someone like you in my life. I could never care for someone who thought they could justify the things that you’ve done.”
He made her cry.
Chapter 6
The return flight to Las Vegas was made without incident. To most of the other passengers, the trio looked like business associates on their way to a meeting. Brandon would have agreed with that impression. Only this business meeting had extremely high stakes. He knew that Ross wasn’t armed, even he couldn’t get through airport security carrying a weapon. If it had only been his life to protect Brandon would have made his move then. Caitlyn’s safety demanded his full cooperation and Brandon made sure not to give Ross or Amanda any reason to want to hurt her.
He was nervous about seeing Caitlyn again. Despite the fact that he had been trying to keep her away from the danger, he managed to put her into the thick of it. He remembered how important she was to him and how desperate he had been to keep her safe. He wondered how he had failed so miserably. Memories were beginning to bombard him now, but there wasn’t any necessary order to their return and he wasn’t sure what his plan of action was going to be. What he couldn’t remember at all was what had happened to the computer chip, he didn’t think it was in his possession but he couldn’t be sure. He worried that the chip was the key to any hope of getting Caitlyn out of there unharmed.
Although relatively small, the Las Vegas airport handled the bulk of the tourist traffic coming into the bustling town. Brandon scanned the crowd looking for a familiar face, just the way he had on the day that he and Caitlyn had first arrived. He didn’t recognize anyone. A van was waiting to take the three of them to their destination, the driver, who had even broader shoulders than Ross, was stone faced as they loaded their minimal luggage into the vehicle. Brandon saw the outline of the piece the driver was carrying.
The journey to their unknown destination, unknown to Brandon at least, took them up the Las Vegas strip and past the replicas of world renowned structures. His gaze locked on the Eiffel Tower and he remembered that Reverend Elvis Presley Cosby’s wedding chapel was located nearby. He had told Caitlyn that he would take her to the real Eiffel Tower one day. The van continued north of the strip for a few minutes and he was surprised when they turned off the road onto the ground of the medical center. There was a wing under renovation and the driver stopped just outside an entrance.
“Come on.” Ross exited first and the driver kept a watchful eye on both Brandon and Amanda as they stepped out of the van.
Brandon reached back for his small suitcase, the same one he had with him on his original trip to Vegas.
“Leave it.” The van driver finally spoke.
Brandon nodded and turned wordlessly to follow Ross and Amanda into the building. Ross pushed aside the plastic sheeting and stirred up the construction dust just inside the entryway. Amanda coughed and Ross looked at her annoyed. Both Amanda and Brandon followed the big man along several corridors before coming to a set of doors.
Going inside, Brandon could see that they were in the theatre section of an old operating room. Through the glass he saw the no longer sterile cavernous space below, an empty chair sat in the center.
“Where is she?”
“She’ll be here, they’re bringing her over.” Ross stood in front of Brandon partially blocking his view of the OR. “Now I really resent the time you’ve wasted, so I would suggest that you give us the things we need without any further delay... or your wife will be the one to suffer.”
Brandon glanced at Amanda. She sat playing with her cuticles and pretending not to be listening to the threats. He felt the panic rise inside him as he realized that the only plan he had was to stall.
“You see, we have a member of our team who just loves to cause pain,” Ross taunted him. “It’s so appropriate that they’ll be in the operating room together, he kind of fancies himself a surgeon.”
Just then the door to the room below opened and Caitlyn was ushered in. Her hands were bound behind her and she was both blindfolded and gagged. She was brought to the chair and instructed to sit. After her hands were tied to the chair back, her blindfold and gag were removed. She looked frightened and Brandon felt his heart skip a beat.
“I need time to get the chip to you...” He needed to remember the chip first.
“You don’t have time.”
Amanda noticed the nervous glance that Brandon cast towards the girl in the chair. “You still don’t remember, do you Brandon?”
Brandon looked back at her just as Ross guffawed. A gray haired man entered the operating room, he was carrying a black medical bag. One of Caitlyn’s escorts left the room and came back seconds later sliding a small table into the room. The bag was placed on the table and the man reached in. He pulled out a pair of forceps.
Brandon remembered. He remembered that he didn’t have the chip in his possession anymore; he had already turned it over to a federal agent. The bartender at Michaels where he had ordered his pre-dinner drink had made contact with him and secured the chip. He had nothing to bargain with to save their lives.
Ross saw the memory flash in Brandon’s eyes and mistook it for recognition of the doctor. He laughed.
“That’s who gave you the injection.” Amanda also mistook his expression. “I had no idea what he was going to do to you.”
“Maybe hearing her screams will help you to get your memory back.” Ross was amused at the idea. “Are you remembering how you screamed?”
Aside from the vague sense of pain, he still didn’t remember what had happened that night at the hotel when he disappeared for the half hour. Should he let them think that was the memory that assailed him, or should he tell them the truth. He realized that the truth was a certain death warrant, and at that, it wouldn’t be a merciful one.
Sparing one more glance at Caitlyn, and hiding the distress he felt at her visible fear, Brandon faced Ross. “This is the way it’s going to be... I am still missing chunks of memory thanks to your pseudo doctor down there. But I do have bits and pieces returning, slowly.” His voice was cold. “I would imagine that eventually I’d remember where I hid the chip and when I do, I will tell you. But if Caitlyn is already hurt, or worse, then I have no reason to cooperate and I will gladly go to my own death to keep the information from you. I would suggest that you give me more time.”
“Quit stalling.”
“Do you want the chip?”
Ross raised his hand to the glass and one of the men in the OR said something to the doctor. The doctor paused with the forceps in mid air. Caitlyn looked up and saw Brandon for the first time. He could see her tears.
“I think you’ll offer the information very quickly once you hear her scream. She’ll do a lot of screaming before it’s too late to care.” Ross was smug.
“If you really love her, then why don’t you do the smart thing now?” Amanda’s voice was cynical.
“I told you. I don’t remember.” It was his turn to taunt her. “And Caitlyn is still just a bunch of vague memories to me. How much am I willing to give up for her? I’m not sure. So yeah, I certainly don’t want to see her hurt, but I’m not sure that it would be the end of my world. Guess that means a little less leverage for you.” He leaned against the glass panel. “Oh and one more thing, if you don’t get the chip, your bosses aren’t going to be very happy. I would even imagine they might want to exact a little, uh, punishment and make an example of the two of you.”
Ross and Amanda shared a look. Amanda looked perplexed.
Ross turned to Brandon. “You have twenty-four hours.”
“I want to see her. I want her to know I’m here. I want to spend that time with her and see if it brings back any new memories at all.”
He was brought to a hospital room in the dusty, closed wing of the hospital. The door was locked behind him. Inside his eyes had to adjust to the semi-darkness, only the light glow of a battery style camp light illuminated the room. In the center of the room, on the floor, was a single hospital bed mattress. She sat hunched on the mattress hugging her knees.
“Caitlyn...” He barely whispered.
She looked up and nearly flew into his arms. “Brandon! I thought I saw you.”
After a quick hug, he held her at arm’s length and gave a quick, visual inspection. “Are you okay? Really?”
She nodded quickly. “I’m just scared. What’s going to happen?”
“I’m trying to get us out of here.”
“I didn’t run out on you. I promise. I didn’t run out on the bail you paid. They said that’s what you were told.”
“I never really believed that you did.” He was pleased that at least he had refused to accept that she had run away.
“They never expected you to post bail for me, that’s what they told me. The warrant was phony.” She shivered. “They said I was going to disappear from police custody...”
“Instead I paid your bail and ruined their plan... I am so sorry you got involved.”
“They took me from my room.”
“Did they hurt you?” He was relieved when she shook her head.
“I had just come out of the shower and I was going to get ready for bed. They were already in the room when I came out of the bathroom. It was Amanda and two guys. They covered my mouth so I wouldn’t scream and... they just took me out of there. They took me down to the basement in a service elevator. Brandon, Amanda took my rings.” He noticed that she looked down at his left ring finger and frowned.
“I have all of our rings at home.” His naked hand felt like a betrayal suddenly.
She clung to him and burrowed her head against his chest. He wrapped his arms around her and enjoyed the feel of her body against his.
Finally she stepped back and looked at him. “Do you remember me now?”
He smiled and then put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “They have to be convinced that I don’t.”
“Why?”
“You are in this trouble because of me. You’re a liability for us if I have feelings for you. They can use you to get to me. They know I don’t want you hurt.”
“But you do remember me?” She sounded hopeful.
“I’m sorry, I can’t act like it.” He wouldn’t even answer yes or no, he couldn’t allow her that much confidence because then they would know how vulnerable he was. “All anyone needs to know is that I woke with you in my bed the other morning and I enjoyed having sex with you.”
She looked at him almost convinced that he did remember her and his feelings for her, but with just enough doubt to support his claims of continued amnesia. Caitlyn stepped closer to him and put her arms around his waist, she needed to feel his nearness. Brandon held her. With his eyes adjusted to the dim light, he spotted what appeared to be a camera in the corner of the room, close to the ceiling line.
He bent to nuzzle her neck. “We’re being watched.” He whispered in her ear.
She tried to step back in surprise. “What?”
He held her tightly. “I want you to struggle. I want you to push me away.” He dropped a hand to her buttocks and pushed her back towards the mattress.
“Why? What are you doing?”
Anyone watching had to be convinced that he had little respect for her. “Fight me.”
“Brandon, stop.”
“Fight against me. Slap me.” He allowed his hands to wander over her body.
“No.” She was confused.
“Hit me. Now.” He lowered his head to whisper in her ear, “I’m going to hit you back. I’m sorry. We are being watched.”
“No.” She drew in a deep breath and closed her eyes. And then she slapped him.
He shoved her hard enough for her to trip and fall onto the mattress.
Caitlyn slid off of the mattress and sat on the floor looking confused. She looked around the room looking for signs of their being observed. She quickly looked away when she spotted the camera.
Brandon doubted that their voices could be electronically overheard in that room, but he still took no chances. He spoke in hushed tones. “We can’t let them use you against me. They can’t know how I feel about you. They have to think... I don’t know what they have to think.”
She looked straight at him emotionlessly and refrained from nodding for the benefit of anyone watching. Even though he had warned her, he had stunned her. He fought the urge to hold her in his arms especially when he noticed the bit of doubt in her eyes.
Just about a month before, he had been contacted by the government to modify a chip. He was told it was really important for national security. He knew he couldn’t speak about it to anyone. Everything had been going according to schedule and then Brandon had received word that there was a non-friendly foreign interest in the chip that he had modified. He was warned of the danger. He was also warned that there might be an attempt made on his life.
The federal agents moved into place to protect him and the chip. Arrangements were made to transfer the merchandise earlier. Then he got word that the foreign interest had Caitlyn under surveillance. While the agents he worked with assured him they would try to protect Caitlyn, they also used the term “acceptable collateral damage” when it came to national security. It was recommended that he take Caitlyn out of the city; the government even offered to bankroll the trip.
Getting Caitlyn to leave without telling her the real reason was a challenge. Although he had invited her to travel with him in the past, she was always too proud to accept him paying her way. She couldn’t afford it. That was why he had come up with the engagement proposal the way he did. She had put him off in the past out of pride. The impetuous proposal caught her off guard and appealed to her youthful romantic visions. The gamble paid off. She said yes and he took her away. She was leaving the city behind and he was protecting her. Brandon loved her and he was thrilled to become her husband.
“What are we going to do Brandon?” She was comforted by his presence. “I don’t know what it is that they want.”
“They want a chip that I worked on...”
“So give it to them.”
“The chip concerns our national security.”
She was confused. “What are you talking about?”
He paused while he thought of the simplest explanation. “The United States hired me to work on their defense system. This chip improves the directional systems missiles.” He couldn’t help but think that it all sounded unreal.
She gave a hollow laugh. “What are you, some kind of secret agent?”
“No. I’m an independent contractor.” Those were the only words he would use to describe his work. “I received a threat... against you.”
“Who threatened me?” She was completely confused.
“Foreign agents.”
“You’re joking?” He didn’t respond. “You are... aren’t you?”
“No.”
“This is ludicrous! You’re saying that you do some kind of cloak and dagger stuff for the government?”
“It’s not... cloak and dagger. I just do some occasional work for one of the agencies.”
Caitlyn suddenly seemed wary of him. “We’ve been seeing each other for a while and... I have no idea who you really are.”
“I’m still the same person you thought I was. I never lied to you about my work.”
“You told me you worked with computers. That was all you ever said, just that you worked with computers. I thought you meant you played video games!” She looked around the barren room filled with dust and a single mattress on the floor. The window was boarded up with just a few cracks in the wood to let some of the outside in. “You never told me that your work was dangerous.”
“I really never expected it to endanger you...”
“No, you never expected me to find out the truth.”
He released a slow, resigned sigh. “Caitlyn, I was getting out of this work. I wanted to settle down with you and I knew I couldn’t keep this up. Yes, I guess I wasn’t as honest with you as I could have been, but it was to protect you.”
She waved her arms around the room. “Well you did a great job protecting me.”
“I tried, I really did.”
“Maybe if you had told me the truth, I could have taken care of myself.”
“If I had told you the truth, would you have left the city with me?”
Caitlyn frowned. “Why would I have left the city?” She looked down at her hand forgetting that her rings had been removed. “You tricked me?”
“No.”
“You weren’t being romantic. You were just playing a role.”
“I wanted to marry you anyway, Caitlyn.”
“Eloping to Las Vegas was just a pretense...” Her eyes welled with tears. “This was all just part of some game to you.”
“No. I love you.” He sounded desperate, but he didn’t want those observing them to hear him declare his love for her, so he kept his voice low. “I wanted you to be my wife.”
“Why? Because it was part of your cover?” She was cynical. “Hey, I could have acted, I could have played along too. But you didn’t trust me enough, you certainly didn’t love me, or you would have told me the truth.”
“I thought you would be safer the less you knew.”
“That’s B.S. and you know it. You needed a cover, the wedding didn’t mean a thing to you.” She looked pointedly at his left hand. “It didn’t take you long to remove your wedding band. Stop lying to me.”
He silently cursed himself for his willingness to appease Amanda when he thought they were engaged.
They had exchanged vows in a gaudy white and gold starred chapel. The Reverend Elvis Presley Cosby’s pompadour-styled hair was as camp as the rest of the setting. The rented witness to the ceremony, part of a package plan, was dressed in a bright poodle skirt and stretchy pullover top. But because it was where they were declaring their love for each other, and slipping gold bands on each other’s hands, it was romantic and meaningful.
After Caitlyn had legally become his wife, Brandon’s only thoughts were to spend the evening making love to her. But he had to hand off the missile guidance chip first, his contact was a bartender at Michaels. He made reservations for a romantic celebration dinner for two and was grateful for the public setting. With the chip no longer in his possession, and dinner behind them, Brandon was going to bring Caitlyn up to their hotel room and to their bridal bed. On their way to the bank of elevators though Brandon realized now that he had spied Ross following them and it spooked him. He wanted to keep Caitlyn in a public place for her protection. The solitude of the elevator and the hotel halls was too risky. He remembered throwing money away at the roulette table, he never was much of a player, and that’s where his memories went fuzzy.
He wasn’t sure if it was because he was told he got paged to the phone, or if he actually remembered that, but he had left Caitlyn in a crowd in the casino. He had planned to return in just a few minutes. Whatever happened next was still a blank to him. Everything was lost until he woke up in Caitlyn’s arms making love to her. Try as he could, all he could remember about the missing evening was a hazy memory of pain, red hair against his face and Amanda’s angry voice. He reached back to rub his neck.
Now she felt betrayed because he hadn’t been honest with her about his life. Brandon’s failed attempt to protect Caitlyn had actually made things worse. He berated himself for his poor choices. He had to find a way to win their freedom, and he had to earn her trust once again. Looking at his watch, he realized he had less than twenty-hours to do it.
Chapter 7
Brandon had been up for most of the night standing by the boarded up window. He was able to watch the morning sky as it lightened through a gap between the wooden slats that had been nailed over the opening. Caitlyn had fallen asleep on the mattress and when he saw her shivering in her sleep, all he had was his long sleeve shirt to cover her shoulders. The chill in the room had gone right through the T-shirt he still wore.
Just as the sun was coming up, someone had slipped a hospital tray with food inside the room. All Brandon had been able to see was a hand pushing the tray on the floor as the door opened just wide enough. It was open for only a brief moment and by the time he crossed the small room, it had already been locked closed again.
He brought the tray over to the mattress and inspected the contents. The choices included mostly cold food, an individual serving box of cereal and a four-ounce container of milk, an apple juice, cold buttered toast, a cup filled with now cold black coffee and a banana that had certainly seen better days. But it was food. He knew that he hadn’t eaten anything except for the airplane snack the day before and he was hungry. He also didn’t know when Caitlyn ate last. He took the cup of cold coffee and the toast and sat on the floor besides the mattress.
She was still asleep and he watched her while he chewed slowly on the toast. During the night, Caitlyn had snuggled into his shirt for the little bit of warmth it provided.
He still had no idea how he was going to manage their freedom, but he had also decided that he had to make them let Caitlyn go before he told them the truth about the chip. He was resigned to the fact that he probably would never be released alive. All he could do was hope to save the woman he loved even if she now despised him.
Her eyelids fluttered open and he knew that she saw him, but she didn’t say anything. Waking up in her arms the other morning was definitely much better, he thought.
“Good morning.” He whispered gently to her.
It took a moment before she responded. “Good morning.” She sat up on the mattress and looked around the room while she stretched. Then she noticed the shirt she was wearing. “Thank you for the shirt.” She started to shrug out of it.
“Keep it. It’s still a little bit chilly.” Besides, he liked seeing her wearing something of his.
“No. Thank you.” She finished removing it and handed it back to him.
Disappointed he nodded and took the shirt. “They brought us some food.” Holding the remaining toast in his mouth, he put the shirt on.
She looked down at the tray of hospital food. “I’m not really hungry...”
“You have to eat something.”
She frowned at him. Then she reached for the cereal box and the apple juice. “That’s all I need. The rest is yours.”
“You sure?” He knew that he was overtired and the chilly temperature had gotten to him too. And he was hungry. He quickly finished the toast and grabbed the banana. “Share?”
“No thanks.” She sat cross-legged on the mattress and tore open the cereal box top. She ate the small round circles dry and drank the apple juice in silence.
After several minutes of their eating in quiet, he finished off the banana and looked at her. When her eyes met his, he apologized again. “Caitlyn, I am so sorry I got you into this.” He sighed. “And it was wrong of me to keep things secret from you. I’m sorry.”
She didn’t respond to his apology. “Do you have any kind of a plan?”
He shook his head. There was so much more that he wanted to say to her, but he knew she didn’t want to listen. Not yet.
Looking over her shoulder at the camera and then back to him, she made sure that only her back was in view to anyone watching. She whispered. “Including Amanda and that ape she was with last night, I believe there are eight or nine of them, all male except for your secretary. They have guns. There were some construction workers in this wing yesterday but no one came on to this floor. I don’t know what the deal is about that.” She paused to finish her juice. “From what I saw when they brought me here, the rest of the hospital is fully operational. I don’t know how they’re hiding us.”
He was impressed that she was so observant. “Do you know if they’re in contact with anyone else?”
“Definitely. They’re using cell phones, but they aren’t speaking English. I’m not sure what language it is but it’s obvious that Amanda doesn’t know it either. None of them have any kind of accents, except maybe the older guy. I really can’t place what kind of accent he has, it’s really mild.”
“She said it was a foreign interest.”
“And even she’s scared of the old guy. He thinks he’s some kind of mad doctor.”
“He’s the reason I lost my memory.”
“What do you mean?” She sounded interested.
“He injected something to do with glucose into the back of my head... to the brain. Apparently glucose blockers affect your memory and it seems he was overly generous.”
“But you are getting your memory back?”
“Most of it. I still don’t know what happened to me from the point I took that phone call until the next morning when I woke up with you. That might also have something to do with what they put in my drink though.” She looked away from him when he mentioned waking up with her. “Caitlyn, I do remember our wedding ceremony... and how happy I was. I remember it was what I wanted.”
She stood up abruptly and walked to the boarded up window. She avoided any eye contact with him.
He sighed. Somehow he had to convince her that the marriage wasn’t a sham. It was important that she understand that, especially if he wasn’t going to get any more chances to make it right. He didn’t want her to remember him as someone who tricked her and used her. She had to know he had loved her.
Brandon followed her to the window. He stood quietly next to her. “They can’t know that I remember that though.”
She crossed her arms in front of her like a barrier before turning to face him. “Do you remember where the chip is?”
“Yes.”
“Well then why don’t you just give it to them and let the government worry about it from there?”
“I can’t.”
She looked up at the ceiling in frustration. “Why not? Why are you willing to put yourself in danger? They can kill you. They can kill us.”
He reached out and held her by her shoulders. “Oh baby, I am going to do everything I can to get you out of here, to keep you safe.”
She mulled over his words. “What about you?” Brandon didn’t answer and she realized he was ready to sacrifice himself. “Just give them the damn chip. It’s not worth your life.”
“Caitlyn, listen,” he lowered his voice. “I don’t have the chip anymore. I already handed it off to an agent on our wedding night.”
She stepped backward. “Then you can’t even bargain with them...”
“I’m not telling them that.”
With a worried look in her eyes, Caitlyn just shook her head and backed away. She returned to the mattress and lay down on her side with her back turned to him.
Her silence felt like an incredibly long time to Brandon. He wanted to push but he decided it would only make things worse. She had totally closed off to him.
After a while, Caitlyn got up from the mattress and walked to the door. She banged on the door with her fist repeatedly.
The door opened from the outside and Ross stood there. He looked down at her mockingly. “What do you want?”
“I need some blankets or more clothes. It’s too chilly in here.”
“Oh? Are you uncomfortable?” He clucked his tongue. “Isn’t that too bad.”
“She’s not even involved in this. Why make her suffer?” Brandon came up behind her.
“Look, I know you brought my suitcase. I saw it yesterday. I have a sweater in it. Let me have that at least.” She ignored Brandon’s presence.
“You want your sweater? Then you have to come and get it yourself.” Ross grabbed hold of Caitlyn by the wrist and pulled her from the room. Then he slammed the door.
Brandon moved to the door and tried to pull it open again. He gave up when it wouldn’t yield. He whispered, “Please, don’t hurt her.”
After a while, the door opened. Amanda walked in. She closed the door behind her and Brandon heard the clicking of the lock.
“How are you doing?” She almost sounded sincere.
“Where’s Caitlyn?” He only wanted one thing.
“Don’t worry about her, they are only having a little fun. They won’t really hurt her.”
He was alarmed. “What are they doing?”
She laughed quietly. “Don’t worry.” Walking up to him, Amanda ran her hand down his arm. “I want to help you out of this mess, Brandon.”
Standing very still, he looked at her hand as she caressed his arm.
“I can help you.” Amanda stepped in front of him so that their bodies were touching. “But you’d have to be willing to... let me help you.”
“What do I have to do?”
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