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CHAPTER 1: ARRIVAL

	The photograph showed a woman Maya didn't recognize.

	She studied it again, the case file open on her lap as the rental car idled at the red light. Jennifer Larson, 34, deceased. The face was pleasant enough—dark hair, professional smile, the kind of corporate headshot that revealed nothing. According to the file, Jennifer had graduated from Millbrook Falls High School in 2009. Same class as Maya. Same small town. Same four years of fluorescent hallways and Friday night football games.

	Maya had no memory of her.

	The light changed. She accelerated through the intersection, following the GPS toward Veridian Pharmaceuticals. Sixteen years since she'd been back. Sixteen years since she'd left this town in her rearview mirror and promised herself she'd never return. But a suspicious death and a $15,000 investigation fee had a way of breaking promises.

	The October rain came down in sheets, turning the Willamette Valley into a blur of gray and green. Maya switched the wipers to high. Her company had assigned her the case three days ago: a senior research associate found dead at the bottom of a stairwell. The initial report called it an accident, but Veridian's insurance carrier wasn't convinced. They wanted an independent investigation before paying out the life insurance claim.

	Standard work. Maya had conducted dozens of these investigations. She knew how to spot the inconsistencies, the nervous tells, the stories that didn't quite line up. Corporate fraud was predictable. People lied about the same things in the same ways.

	She checked the file again at the next red light. Jennifer Larson had worked at Veridian for seven years. No disciplinary issues. Recent promotion to senior researcher. Single, no children. Parents still lived in Millbrook Falls.

	Maya flipped to the extracurriculars section. Debate team captain, 2007-2009.

	Her hand tightened on the steering wheel.

	She'd been on the debate team. She remembered that much. Remembered the tournaments, the fluorescent-lit classrooms on Saturday mornings, the particular anxiety of standing behind a podium with three judges staring back. She'd been decent at it. Good enough to win a few regional competitions, good enough to put it on her college applications.

	But she didn't remember Jennifer Larson.

	Maya closed the file. It meant nothing. High school was a long time ago, and she'd worked hard to forget most of it. She'd left for Portland State at eighteen and never looked back. Changed her phone number. Let her handful of friendships dissolve into birthday texts that eventually stopped coming. Her mother's diagnosis had given her the excuse she needed: early-onset dementia, requiring full-time care, too expensive for a small-town facility. Maya had moved her to a place in Portland and visited twice a month with guilt eating at her edges.

	The GPS announced her destination. Veridian Pharmaceuticals materialized through the rain like something from a fever dream. The building was all glass and steel, five stories of reflective surfaces that caught the gray sky and threw it back darker. It sat on the eastern edge of town, surrounded by parking lots and landscaped berms. The kind of corporate campus that could exist anywhere, generic and placeless.

	Maya pulled into the visitor lot. The rain hammered the roof. She gathered her files, her laptop, her recorder. Everything she needed to spend the next week interviewing people who would lie to her face and smile while doing it.

	She was good at spotting liars. It was the one useful skill her childhood had taught her.

	The lobby was arctic with air conditioning and silent except for the hum of overhead lights. Maya's shoes squeaked on the polished tile. Behind the reception desk, a young woman looked up with the kind of smile that came from corporate training videos.

	"Maya Chen," Maya said. "I have a nine o'clock with Marcus Webb."

	The receptionist's smile flickered. Just for a second, something crossed her face. Recognition, maybe. Or surprise.

	"Of course. Mr. Webb is expecting you. I'll let him know you're here."

	She picked up the phone, murmured something too quiet to hear. Maya waited, studying the lobby. Corporate art on the walls, the kind that looked expensive but meant nothing. A donor wall listing the company's charitable contributions. Veridian Pharmaceuticals: Innovating Tomorrow's Healthcare Today.

	"Ms. Chen?"

	Maya turned. A woman in her sixties stood near the elevator bank, hands clasped in front of her. She wore black—a sweater, slacks, simple jewelry. Her face was pale, her eyes red-rimmed.

	"I'm sorry," Maya said. "Have we met?"

	The woman's expression crumpled slightly. "You don't remember me. Of course you don't. I'm Linda Larson. Jennifer's mother."

	Something cold moved through Maya's chest. "Mrs. Larson. I'm so sorry for your loss."

	"Thank you." Linda Larson took a step closer. Her voice dropped. "I'm so glad you came back to help us. After everything that happened between you girls, this must be hard."

	Maya's mind went blank.

	"I'm sorry," she said carefully. "I'm not sure what you mean."

	Linda's eyes searched her face. The silence stretched too long. Then she seemed to catch herself, offered a thin smile. "Of course. It was all so long ago. I just meant—you were friends, weren't you? In high school? The debate team?"

	"I don't remember," Maya said. The words felt like failure. "I'm sorry."

	"No, no. I understand." But Linda's expression said otherwise. She glanced toward the elevator, then back to Maya. "Will you—when you're finished here, will you come see me? I'd like to talk to you about Jennifer. About what she was working on before she died."

	"Mrs. Larson, I'm not sure that's appropriate. This is an insurance investigation—"

	"Please." The word came out sharp. Desperate. "There are things you need to know. Things the company won't tell you."

	The elevator chimed. A man in a suit emerged, spotted them, headed over with purposeful strides.

	"Mrs. Larson," he said gently. "You shouldn't be here. We discussed this."

	Linda ignored him. She pressed a business card into Maya's hand. "Call me. Please."

	Then she turned and walked toward the exit, her footsteps echoing across the tile. The man watched her go, then turned to Maya with a professional smile that didn't reach his eyes.

	"Ms. Chen. I'm Marcus Webb, Director of Human Resources. I apologize for that. Mrs. Larson is understandably distraught. We've asked her to let us handle the investigation, but..." He gestured vaguely. "Grief makes people behave unpredictably."

	Maya slipped the business card into her pocket. "I understand."

	"Shall we head up to the conference room? I have Jennifer's personnel file ready for you, and I've scheduled interviews with her immediate supervisor and several colleagues."

	They rode the elevator to the third floor in silence. Marcus stood with his hands behind his back, watching the floor numbers tick upward. Maya studied him peripherally. Mid-fifties, expensive suit, wedding ring worn smooth with age. The kind of HR director who'd spent decades managing corporate liability.

	"How long have you worked at Veridian?" Maya asked.

	"Fifteen years. Since 2010." He glanced at her. "Just after the company relocated here from Seattle."

	"Must have been quite a transition. For the town, I mean. I imagine Veridian is a significant employer."

	"The largest. We employ over eight hundred people locally." The elevator doors opened. Marcus gestured for her to exit first. "Millbrook Falls has been very good to us. We try to give back to the community."

	He led her down a corridor lined with offices. Through glass walls, Maya saw researchers bent over computers, pipettes, equipment she couldn't name. Everything looked clean and efficient and expensive.

	The conference room was at the end of the hall. Marcus opened the door to reveal a long table, leather chairs, and a wall of windows overlooking the parking lot. Rain streaked the glass.

	"Coffee?" Marcus asked.

	"Black."

	He poured from a carafe on the sideboard, handed her the cup. Maya set down her laptop and case file. When she looked up, Marcus was watching her with an expression she couldn't quite read.

	"Have we met before?" she asked.

	"I don't believe so. Though you grew up here, didn't you? Before you left for college?"

	"Eighteen years ago."

	"Long time." He pulled out a chair, sat across from her. "I looked over the file your company sent. Very impressive credentials. You've worked on several high-profile fraud investigations."

	"I do my job."

	"I'm sure you do." He slid a thick folder across the table. "Jennifer's personnel file. Everything you should need. Performance reviews, attendance records, project assignments. She was an excellent employee. This whole situation is a terrible tragedy."

	Maya opened the folder. The photo paperclipped to the inside showed the same woman from the case file. Jennifer Larson smiled out at her from some corporate event, holding a champagne flute. The caption read "Veridian Excellence Awards 2024."

	"Tell me about the night she died," Maya said.

	Marcus folded his hands on the table. "October third. A Thursday. Jennifer often worked late. She was dedicated, sometimes stayed until eight or nine when she was deep into a project. The night janitor found her at the bottom of the northeast stairwell around ten p.m. He called 911 immediately. Paramedics pronounced her dead at the scene."

	"Security footage?"

	"The stairwell doesn't have cameras. Budget constraints when the building was designed. But the footage from the third-floor hallway shows Jennifer leaving her lab at 9:47 p.m. and entering the stairwell."

	"Alone?"

	"Alone."

	Maya made a note. "Who else was in the building?"

	"The janitorial staff. Two researchers working late on the fourth floor. And myself. I was in my office finishing up some paperwork."

	"Did you see or hear anything unusual?"

	"Nothing. I didn't even know what happened until the next morning when security called me."

	Maya watched his face as he spoke. He maintained steady eye contact, his voice even and professional. No obvious tells. But something about the conversation felt rehearsed. Like he'd practiced these answers.

	"Tell me about Jennifer's work. What was she researching?"

	"I'm not the best person to answer that. Dr. Sarah Kemper was her direct supervisor. She can give you the technical details. But Jennifer worked in cognitive neuroscience. Alzheimer's research, primarily. Trying to understand memory formation and degradation."

	Maya's pen stopped moving. "Memory research."

	"Yes. It's one of Veridian's core focuses. We've made significant advances in understanding neurodegenerative diseases." Marcus stood, moved to the window. "I should mention—Jennifer's work was sensitive. Proprietary. There are confidentiality concerns that limit what we can share about specific projects."

	"I understand corporate confidentiality. But I'll need to understand what she was working on to determine if her death was related to work stress or workplace conditions."

	"Of course. Dr. Kemper will be here at ten. She'll provide what information she can within the bounds of our NDA requirements." He turned back to her. "Ms. Chen, I want to be clear. Veridian is cooperating fully with this investigation. We want to understand what happened to Jennifer just as much as her family does. But we also have a responsibility to protect our research and our other employees' privacy."

	"Understood."

	"Good." He checked his watch. "You have about thirty minutes before Dr. Kemper arrives. Can I get you anything else? More coffee? Access to Jennifer's office?"

	"Her office would be helpful."

	"I'll have security set you up with a visitor badge and access card." Marcus headed for the door, paused with his hand on the handle. "Ms. Chen? I looked you up after your company contacted us. Your reputation is excellent. Very thorough, very professional. But I want you to know—this is a small town. People talk. If you're planning to interview people outside the company, you should be prepared for... complications."

	"What kind of complications?"

	He smiled, but it looked tired. "Just that everyone knows everyone here. And everyone has an opinion. Sixteen years is a long time, but memory can be a strange thing. People might remember you differently than you remember yourself."

	The door clicked shut behind him.

	Maya sat alone in the conference room, staring at Jennifer Larson's smiling photograph. The rain continued its assault on the windows. Somewhere in the building, a phone rang and rang and rang.

	She pulled out her cell phone and typed "Jennifer Larson Millbrook Falls" into the search engine. The first results were obituaries. Born 1991, died 2025. Survived by her parents and a younger brother. Passionate about science, devoted friend, lover of hiking and mystery novels.

	Maya scrolled down. Found a Facebook profile set to private. A LinkedIn page listing Jennifer's credentials: B.S. in neuroscience from Oregon State, Ph.D. from OHSU, seven years at Veridian. Publications in peer-reviewed journals. Nothing controversial or unusual.

	She clicked back to the Facebook profile, studied the tiny profile picture. Jennifer stood on a mountain trail somewhere, trees behind her, genuine joy on her face. Wind caught her dark hair. She looked alive and happy and nothing like someone who would die alone in a stairwell three weeks later.

	Maya zoomed in on the photo. Behind Jennifer, partially visible, another hiker stood out of focus. A woman, dark jacket, face turned away from the camera.

	Something about the figure felt familiar.

	Maya's hand moved to her own jacket pocket, felt the business card Linda Larson had pressed into her palm. She pulled it out, read the handwritten message on the back:

	She was trying to help you. Please don't let it be for nothing.

	The door opened. Maya shoved the card back in her pocket.

	A woman in her forties entered, white lab coat over professional attire. Her hair was pulled back in a practical bun, her expression carefully neutral. She carried a tablet and a coffee mug that read "Trust me, I'm a doctor."

	"Ms. Chen? I'm Dr. Sarah Kemper. Jennifer Larson's supervisor." She extended her hand. "I understand you have questions about Jennifer's work."

	Maya stood, shook her hand. Sarah's grip was firm, her palm dry. No nervousness in her body language. But her eyes did something strange when they met Maya's—widened slightly, then deliberately relaxed. Recognition, quickly masked.

	"Thank you for meeting with me," Maya said. "I know this must be difficult."

	"Jennifer was an exceptional researcher and a valued colleague." Sarah sat, placed her tablet on the table. "I'll help however I can, within the constraints of our confidentiality agreements."

	Maya opened her notebook. "How long did Jennifer work under your supervision?"

	"Four years. Since 2021, when she joined the Memory and Cognition lab."

	"Can you describe her work?"

	Sarah's fingers drummed once on the tablet, then stilled. "Jennifer focused on the mechanisms of memory consolidation. Specifically, how the brain converts short-term memories into long-term storage. Her research had potential applications for treating Alzheimer's and other neurodegenerative conditions."

	"Was her work controversial?"

	"All cutting-edge research attracts scrutiny. But no, nothing that would make her a target or put her at risk." Sarah's gaze was steady. "Jennifer's death was a terrible accident. She worked long hours. She was tired. The stairwell lighting isn't ideal. It's tragic, but sometimes tragic things are simply accidents."

	"How would you describe Jennifer's state of mind in the weeks before her death?"

	Something flickered across Sarah's face. "Focused. Intense. She'd been reviewing old research files, looking for patterns in data from previous studies. She said she was close to a breakthrough."

	"Old research files. From when?"

	"Various timeframes. Jennifer was thorough. She believed in understanding the history of the field, not just current work."

	Maya made a note. "Did she ever express concerns about safety? About her work being dangerous?"

	"Never."

	"Did she have conflicts with anyone at the company?"

	"No more than normal workplace disagreements. Jennifer could be... persistent. When she believed something was important, she didn't let go easily." Sarah's expression softened slightly. "That's what made her a good scientist. But it could sometimes frustrate people who preferred to move on to new questions."

	"Like who?"

	"That's not relevant to your investigation."

	"Let me determine what's relevant."

	Sarah's jaw tightened. "Jennifer had disagreements with some of the senior leadership about research directions. Nothing serious. Nothing that would lead to violence, if that's what you're suggesting."

	"I'm not suggesting anything. I'm trying to understand who Jennifer Larson was."

	"Then perhaps you should have tried to remember her when she was alive."

	The words landed like a slap. Maya looked up sharply. Sarah's expression had gone carefully blank, but anger simmered beneath the professional mask.

	"Excuse me?"

	"Nothing." Sarah stood abruptly. "I apologize. That was inappropriate. If you have further questions, please submit them through Mr. Webb. I have a lab meeting in five minutes."

	She left without waiting for a response. The door clicked shut. Maya sat alone again, her heart rate elevated, her hands cold despite the warm coffee.

	She pulled out her phone and opened the voice recording app. Rewound to the last few minutes. Sarah's voice came through clear: Then perhaps you should have tried to remember her when she was alive.

	Maya played it back twice. Three times.

	The implication was clear. Sarah thought Maya had known Jennifer. Had been friends with her. Close enough that forgetting her was an insult.

	But Maya's memory of high school was a patchwork. She remembered teachers, classes, the general flow of days. She remembered being on the debate team, remembered competitions and the weight of research cards in her hands. But the faces were blurred. The names mostly gone. And Jennifer Larson didn't exist anywhere in that fragmented landscape.

	Maya opened her laptop and pulled up the high school's website. Clicked through to the alumni section. Found the class of 2009 group photo.

	There she was. Seventeen years old, standing in the back row, sandwiched between two girls whose names she'd forgotten. She looked uncomfortable in the photo, her smile tight, her shoulders hunched slightly inward. That tracked. High school hadn't been a happy time.

	She scanned the rows of faces. Found Jennifer Larson in the front row, second from the left. Dark hair, bright smile, standing next to a boy who had his arm around her shoulders.

	Maya zoomed in. Looked at every face in the photo. Tried to summon any memory of these people, this moment, this day.

	Nothing.

	She was about to close the laptop when something caught her eye. In the background of the photo, partially obscured by the bleachers, a banner hung on the gym wall: "Millbrook Falls Academic Excellence Program."

	Maya stared at it. The words felt important somehow. Like they meant something she should remember.

	Her phone buzzed. A text from an unknown number:

	Stop asking questions about Jennifer. You won't like what you find.

	Maya's fingers tightened on the phone. She hit reply, typed: Who is this?

	Three dots appeared, pulsed, disappeared.

	No response.

	She looked out the window at the rain-soaked parking lot. At the corporate campus that could be anywhere. At the town she'd left behind sixteen years ago and promised never to think about again.

	Linda Larson's voice echoed in her memory: After everything that happened between you girls...

	Marcus Webb's warning: Memory can be a strange thing.

	Sarah Kemper's accusation: Perhaps you should have tried to remember her when she was alive.

	Maya opened her notebook and wrote at the top of a fresh page:

	What am I missing?

	Then, underneath:

	What happened in 2008?

	The rain hammered against the glass. Somewhere in the building, someone laughed. The sound carried down the hallway, bright and sharp and wrong.

	Maya gathered her files. She had fourteen more interviews scheduled over the next three days. Fourteen more chances to catch someone in a lie, to spot the inconsistency that would crack this open.

	But as she packed up her laptop, she couldn't shake the feeling that she wasn't investigating Jennifer Larson's death.

	She was investigating her own past.

	And everyone already knew how that story ended except her.

	 


CHAPTER 2: FIRST CONTRADICTIONS

	Maya conducted four interviews before lunch. Each one left her more unsettled than the last.

	Dylan Park, junior researcher, sat across from her with his hands folded on the table. Twenty-six, fresh Ph.D., nervous energy vibrating through his stillness. He'd worked with Jennifer for two years.

	"What was she like?" Maya asked.

	"Quiet. Kept to herself mostly." Dylan's knee bounced under the table. "She was brilliant, don't get me wrong. But she didn't really do the social thing. Lab happy hours, coffee breaks—she'd skip them. Just wanted to work."

	Maya made notes. "Did she seem stressed recently?"

	"No more than usual. We're all stressed. Grant deadlines, publication pressure. It's academia—stress is the baseline."

	"Did you notice anything unusual in the weeks before her death?"

	Dylan's knee stopped moving. "Like what?"

	"You tell me."

	He looked at the table. At the window. Anywhere but at Maya. "She'd been going through old files. Asking questions about research from before I got here. I figured she was doing background for a literature review."

	"What kind of questions?"

	"About a study from like, fifteen years ago. Some cognitive enhancement trial. I don't know the details—it was before my time. But she kept asking if I knew where the raw data was stored." His knee started again. "I got the impression she was looking for something specific."

	Maya leaned forward. "Did she find it?"

	"I don't know. She stopped asking about two weeks before she died."

	"Did that seem significant to you?"

	"I didn't think about it." But his voice said otherwise.

	Maya thanked him and moved to the next interview.

	Rebecca Torres, lab technician, painted a different picture entirely.

	"Jennifer? God, she was intense." Rebecca twisted her rings around her fingers. "Always had an opinion about everything. How we should run protocols, what equipment to order, which conferences to attend. Dr. Kemper is patient, but Jennifer pushed her limits."

	"Pushed her how?"

	"Questioning her decisions. Suggesting Jennifer knew better how to run the lab." Rebecca's jaw tightened. "Jennifer was brilliant, but she wasn't the supervisor. Some of us felt like she forgot that."

	Maya wrote: Ambitious? Confrontational?

	"Did she have conflicts with Dr. Kemper?"

	"Not conflicts, exactly. More like... tension. Professional disagreements." Rebecca picked at her cuticle. "Look, I don't want to speak ill of the dead. Jennifer was dedicated. She cared about the work. But she could be difficult."

	Difficult. That word again.

	Thomas Wright, senior researcher, described Jennifer as obsessive. "She'd latch onto something and not let go. It made her good at her job, but exhausting to work with. Near the end, she was distracted. Kept muttering about patterns in old data sets. I asked what she meant—she said I wouldn't understand."

	By the time Maya broke for lunch, her notes contained a dozen contradictory descriptions:

	Quiet/confrontational. Withdrawn/intense. Anxious/confident. Team player/difficult colleague.

	Someone was lying. Maybe everyone was.

	She grabbed coffee from the break room and headed to Jennifer's office. The security guard had given her an access card, told her Jennifer's space hadn't been touched since her death. They were waiting for family to claim personal items.

	The office was small, windowless. Jennifer had tried to make it less institutional with a corkboard of photos, a small succulent on the desk, a blanket draped over the back of her chair. Maya stood in the doorway, taking it in.

	The photos on the corkboard showed Jennifer at various field sites and conferences. Jennifer with colleagues, raising glasses. Jennifer on a hiking trail, mountains behind her. Jennifer at a protest march, holding a sign Maya couldn't quite read.

	No photos of Jennifer at Millbrook Falls High School. No debate team pictures.

	Maya sat at Jennifer's desk. The computer was password-protected, already flagged for IT to image the hard drive for the investigation. She opened desk drawers instead. Standard office supplies. A half-empty bag of almonds. Chapstick. A novel with the bookmark halfway through.

	The bottom drawer stuck. Maya pulled harder. It opened to reveal files, neatly labeled. Research papers, mostly. Published articles Jennifer had printed and annotated in tight, meticulous handwriting.

	Maya flipped through them. Neuroscience journals, memory research, cognitive enhancement studies. Nothing unusual for a researcher in Jennifer's field.

	Then, at the back of the drawer, a folder labeled simply: Clearwater.

	Maya pulled it out. Inside were printouts of newspaper articles, all from 2008 and 2009. She spread them on the desk.

	"Local Students Excel in Academic Program" "Veridian Pharmaceuticals Invests in Education" "Millbrook Falls Celebrates Partnership with Leading Research Firm"

	Maya scanned the articles. They described a pilot program where Veridian had partnered with the high school to offer advanced science courses and mentorship opportunities to gifted students. The program ran for one year—spring 2008 through spring 2009. Fifteen students participated.

	One article included a photo. Maya recognized the high school gym, the same banner she'd seen in the background of the graduation photo. Students stood in a line, accepting certificates. Maya squinted at the faces.

	Third from the left: Jennifer Larson.

	Fifth from the left: a girl who looked familiar. Maya pulled out her phone, compared it to her own high school photo.

	It was her. Seventeen years old, accepting a certificate from a man in a suit.

	Maya's hands went cold.

	She had no memory of this. None. Not the program, not the ceremony, not anything.

	She photographed every article with her phone, then returned the folder to the drawer exactly as she'd found it. Her heart hammered against her ribs. The office felt too small suddenly, the walls pressing in.

	In the hallway, she nearly collided with a man carrying a cardboard box.

	"Sorry," he said, sidestepping. Then he stopped. "Wait. Maya?"

	She looked up. The man was her age, maybe a year younger. Thinning hair, tired eyes, a security badge clipped to his belt. He stared at her like he'd seen a ghost.

	"Do I know you?" Maya asked.

	His expression shifted through several emotions too quickly to track. Surprise. Confusion. Something that looked like hurt.

	"It's Tom. Tom Breslow." When she didn't react, he added, "We had calculus together. Senior year?"

	"Right." Maya didn't remember. "How are you?"

	"Fine. Good. I work here—facilities management." He shifted the box in his arms. "I heard you were back. Working on the investigation."

	"Word travels fast."

	"Small town." He glanced down the hallway, then back at her. "Listen, I know this is weird, but... are you okay? Being back here?"

	"I'm fine. Why wouldn't I be?"

	Tom's jaw worked like he was chewing words he couldn't quite spit out. "No reason. Just—it's been a long time. Must be strange, that's all."

	"I'm here to do a job. Then I'm gone."

	"Right. Of course." He adjusted his grip on the box. "Maya, if you need anything while you're in town—"

	"I won't."

	He flinched. "Okay. Well. Good seeing you."

	He walked away quickly, the box clutched tight against his chest. Maya watched him go, another interaction that felt scripted. Rehearsed. Wrong.

	Her phone buzzed. A text from the main number at Veridian: Tom Breslow available for interview at 2pm. Conference Room B.

	She'd requested to speak with the janitor who found Jennifer's body. Apparently Tom Breslow was that janitor. Former classmate turned facilities worker turned key witness.

	And he'd acted like seeing her was painful.

	Maya headed to the cafeteria. She needed food, coffee, and twenty minutes where no one looked at her like she was supposed to remember things she didn't.

	The cafeteria was half-full, clusters of employees at tables pushing salads around plates while checking their phones. Maya grabbed a pre-made sandwich and found a corner table. She pulled out her laptop and opened a blank document.

	Things that don't add up:

	1. Jennifer: quiet vs. confrontational 2. Jennifer: dedicated vs. difficult
 3. I was in some kind of academic program in 2008—no memory 4. Tom Breslow acted like seeing me caused him pain 5. Everyone assumes I remember Jennifer

	She stared at the list. Added another line:

	6. What happened between me and Jennifer?

	"Mind if I sit?"

	Maya looked up. A woman about her age stood with a tray, dark hair pulled into a ponytail, scrubs under a white coat. Her badge read: Dr. Nina Rossi, Occupational Health.

	"It's a free country."

	Nina sat anyway, unwrapped her own sandwich. "You're the investigator. From Portland."

	"News really does travel."

	"I saw your name on the visitor log. Figured I'd introduce myself." Nina took a bite, chewed thoughtfully. "I do the employee health screenings, workers' comp evals, that sort of thing. If you have questions about workplace safety or Jennifer's medical records, I'm your person."

	"Did you know Jennifer well?"

	"Professionally. She came in for her annual physical in August. Healthy as anyone here. No red flags."

	Maya pulled out her notebook. "Any indication of stress? Depression?"

	"Nothing clinical. Jennifer was..." Nina paused, choosing words carefully. "Reserved. But stable. I was shocked when I heard what happened."

	"The report says she fell down the stairs. No signs of foul play."

	"That's what the police determined."

	"But you have doubts?"

	Nina set down her sandwich. "Jennifer worked late a lot. She knew that stairwell. It seems unlikely she'd just miss a step and fall hard enough to break her neck."

	"Accidents happen."

	"They do." Nina's gaze was level. "But so do convenient accidents."

	Maya's pen stopped. "What does that mean?"

	"It means Jennifer was asking uncomfortable questions the week before she died. About old research protocols. About consent forms and participant follow-up." Nina lowered her voice. "This company has a complicated history. Not everyone wants that history examined."
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