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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Before I began this book, I had absolutely no idea how close to reality the story would actually be. Over thirty medical doctors and research scientists helped at the conceptual stages, and then again when the manuscript was nearing completion. As one transgenic technologist from the University of California told me, ‘Two to three years in the future I wouldn’t have any trouble suspending my beliefs about the events described in When The Wind Blows. Much of this will come to pass.’ A medical doctor and PhD at the National Institute of Health said, ‘The book is on a par with Jurassic Park. Both stories have elements that are absolutely true. Most people are not going to believe the breakthroughs that are coming in the future. When The Wind Blows is definitely in the realm of biological possibility.’ These doctors and researchers went into considerable detail, but I don’t want to spoil any of the surprises or suspense in the story you are about to read. I don’t think you will ever forget reading When The Wind Blows, but don’t think of this story as a fable. It is tomorrow’s headlines.


Above all, I would like to thank Maxine Paetro, who was deeply involved with the book almost from the beginning, and who was important through the arduous research, writing and editing process.




PROLOGUE
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FIRST FLIGHT




ONE
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‘Somebody please help me! Can anybody hear me? Somebody please!’


Max’s screams pierced the clear, mountain air. Her throat and lungs were beginning to hurt, to burn. The eleven-year-old girl was running as fast as she could from the hateful, despicable School. She was strong, but she was beginning to tire. As she ran, her long blonde hair flared behind her like a beautiful silk scarf. She was pretty, even though there were dark, plum-colored circles under her eyes.


She knew the men were coming to kill her. She could hear them hurrying through the woods behind her.


She glanced over her right shoulder, painfully twisting her neck. She flashed a mental picture of her little brother, Matthew. Where was he? The two of them had separated just outside the School, both running and screaming.


She was afraid Matthew was already dead. Uncle Thomas probably got him. Thomas had betrayed them and that hurt so much she couldn’t stand to think about it.


Tears rolled down her cheeks. The hunters were closing in. She could feel their heavy footsteps thumping hard and fast against the crust of the earth.


A throbbing, orange-and-red ball of sun was sinking below the horizon. Soon it would be pitch-black and cold out here in the Front Range of the Rockies. All she wore was a simple tube of white cotton, sleeveless, loosely drawn together at the neckline and waist. Her feet were wrapped in thin-soled ballet slippers.


Move. She urged her aching, tired body on. She could go faster than this. She knew she could.


The twisting path narrowed, then wound around a great, mossy-green shoulder of rock. She clawed and struggled forward through more thick tangles of branches and brush.


The girl suddenly stopped. She could go no further.


A huge, high fence loomed above the bushes. It was easily ten feet. Triple rows of razor-sharp concertina wire were tangled and coiled across the top.


A metal sign warned: Extreme danger! Electrified fence. Extreme danger!


Max bent over and cupped her hands over her bare knees. She was blowing out air, wheezing hard, trying to keep from weeping.


The hunters were almost there. She could hear, smell, sense their awful presence.


She knew what she had to do now, but she was petrified to try it. It was forbidden; it was unthinkable.


‘Somebody please help me!’


But there was no one around to help her – nobody except Max herself.




TWO
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Kit Harrison was headed to Denver from Boston. He was good-looking enough to draw looks on the airplane: trim, six foot two, sandy-blond hair. He was a graduate of N.Y.U. Law School. And yet he felt like such a loser, such a sorry chump.


He was perspiring badly in the crammed and claustrophobic middle-aisle airplane seat of an American Airlines 747. He was so obviously pathetic that the pleasant and accommodating flight attendant stopped and asked if he was feeling all right. Was he ill?


Kit told her that he was just fine, but it was another lie, the mother of all lies. His condition was called post-traumatic stress disorder and sometimes featured nasty anxiety attacks that left him feeling he could die right there. He’d been suffering from the disorder for close to four years.


So yeah, I am ill, Madam Flight Attendant. Only it’s a little worse than that.


See, I’m not supposed to be going to Colorado. I’m supposed to be on vacation in Nantucket. Actually, I’m supposed to be taking some time off, getting my head screwed on straight, getting used to maybe being fired from my job of twelve years.


Getting used to not being an FBI agent anymore, not being on the fast track at the Bureau, not being much of anything.


The name computer-printed on his plane ticket read Kit Harrison, but it wasn’t his real name. His name was Thomas Anthony Brennan. He had been senior FBI Agent Brennan, a shooting star at one time. He was thirty-eight, and lately, he felt he was feeling his age for the first time in his life.


From this moment on, he would forget the old name. Forget his old job, too.


I’m Kit Harrison. I’m going to Colorado to hunt and fish in the Rockies. I’ll keep to that simple story. That simple lie.


Kit, Tom, whoever the hell he was, hadn’t been up in an airplane in nearly four years. Not since August 9, 1994. He didn’t want to think about that now.


So Kit pretended he was asleep as the sweat continued to trickle down his face and neck, as the fear inside him built way past the danger level. He couldn’t get his mind to rest, even for just a few minutes. He had to be on this plane.


He had to travel to Colorado.


It was all connected to August 9, wasn’t it? Sure it was. That was when the stress disorder had begun. This was for Kim and for Tommy and for Michael – little Mike the Tyke.


And oh yeah, it also happened to be hugely beneficial for just about everybody else on the planet. Very strange – but that last outrageous bit was absolutely true, scarily true. In his opinion, nothing in history was more important than what he’d come here to investigate.


Unless he was crazy.


Which was a distinct possibility.




THREE
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Five armed men ran quietly and easily through the ageless boulders and towering aspens and ponderosa pines that were characteristic of this part of the Rockies. They didn’t see her yet, but they knew it wouldn’t be long before they caught up with the girl. She was on foot after all.


They were jogging rapidly, but every so often the man in front picked up the pace a significant notch or two. All of them were competent trackers, good at this, but he was the best, a natural leader. He was more focused, more controlled, the best hunter.


The men appeared calm on the outside, but inside it was a different story. This was a critical time. The girl had to be captured, and brought back. She shouldn’t have gotten out here in the first place. Discretion was critical; it always had been, but never more than right now.


The girl was only eleven, but she had ‘gifts,’ and that could present a formidable problem outdoors. Her senses were acute; she was incredibly strong for her size, her age, her gender; and of course, there was the possibility that she might try to fly.


Suddenly, they could see her up ahead: she was clearly visible against the deep blue background of the sky.


‘Tinkerbell. Northwest, fifty degrees,’ the group leader called out.


She was called Tinkerbell, but he knew she hated the name. The only name she answered to was Max, which wasn’t short for Maxine, or Maximilian, but for Maximum. Maybe because she always gave her all. She always went for it. Just as she was doing right now.


There she was, in all her glory! She was running at full speed, and she was very close to the perimeter fence. She had no way of knowing that. She’d never been this far from home before.


Every eye was on her. None of them could look away, not for an instant. Her long hair streamed behind her, and she seemed to flow up the steep, rocky hillside. She was in great shape; she could really move for such a young girl. She was a force to reckon with out here in the open.


The man running in front suddenly pulled up. Harding Thomas stopped short. He threw up his arm to halt the others. They didn’t understand at first, because they thought they had her now.


Then, almost as if he’d known she would – she took off. She flew. She was going over the concertina wire of the ten-foot-high perimeter fence.


The men watched in complete silence and awe. Their eyes widened. Blood rushed to their brains and made a pounding sound in their ears. They couldn’t believe their eyes.


With a sudden flourish, she had unfurled her wings. They were white and silver-tipped and appeared to have been unhinged. The wings sailed to a point above her head, seemingly of their own accord. Their span was nine feet. The sun glinted off the full array of her plumage.


She opened to a full wingspan and the movement seemed effortless. She was a beautiful, natural flyer. She flapped her white and silver wings up and down, up and down. The air actually seemed to carry her along, like a leaf on the wind.


‘I knew she’d try to go over.’ Thomas turned to the others and spat out the words. ‘Too bad.’


He lifted his rifle to his shoulder. The girl was about to disappear over the nearest edge of the canyon wall. Another second or two and she’d be gone from sight.


He pulled the trigger.




BOOK 1
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GENESIS 13:7




CHAPTER ONE
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The day started to go a little crazy when Keith Duffy and his young daughter brought that poor crushed doe to the ‘Inn-Patient,’ as I call my small animal hospital in Bear Bluff, Colorado, about fifty minutes northwest of Boulder along the ‘Peak-to-Peak’ highway.


Sheryl Crow was singing ever so raucously on the tape deck. I flipped saucy Sheryl off when I saw Duffy walk inside carrying that poor doe, standing like a dolt in front of Abstraction, White Rose II, my current favorite Georgia O’Keeffe poster.


I could see the badly injured doe was pregnant. She was wild-eyed and thrashing when Duffy hefted her onto the table. Half-thrashing, in truth, because I suspected her spine was broken at midpoint, where she’d been clipped by the Chevy 4×4 that Duffy drives.


The little girl was sobbing and her father looked miserable. I thought he was going to break down, too.


‘Money’s no object,’ he said.


And money was no object because I knew nothing was going to save the doe. The fawn, however, was a maybe. If the mother was close to term. If it hadn’t been mashed too badly by the four-thousand-pound truck. And a few more ifs besides.


‘I can’t save the doe,’ I said to the girl’s father. ‘I’m sorry.’


Duffy nodded. He was a local builder, and also one of the local hunters. A real knucklehead, in my humble opinion. Thoughtless probably described him best, and maybe that was his best quality. I could only imagine how he must be feeling now, this man who usually bragged on his kill, with his little girl begging to save the animal’s life. Among his other bad habits, Duffy occasionally stopped by and brazenly hit on me. A sticker on his 4×4 bumper read: Support Wildlife. Throw a Party.


‘The fawn?’ he asked.


‘Maybe,’ I said. ‘Help me get her gassed down and we’ll see.’


I gently slid the mask over the doe’s face. I kicked at the pedal and the halothane hissed through the tube. The doe’s brown eyes showed terror, but also unimaginable sadness. She knew.


The little girl grabbed the doe around the belly and she started crying her heart out. I liked the girl a lot. Her eyes showed spunk and character. Duffy had done at least one good thing in his life.


‘Damn, damn,’ the father said. ‘I never saw her until she was on the hood. Do your best, Frannie,’ he said to me.


I gently peeled the little girl off the deer. I held on to her shoulders and made her face me. ‘What’s your name, sweetie?’


‘Angie,’ she sobbed out.


‘Angie, now listen to me, sweetheart. The doe doesn’t feel anything now, understand? It’s painless for her. I promise you.’


Angie pushed her face into my body and held me with all of her little-girl strength. I rubbed her back and told her that I would have to euthanatize the doe, but if its baby could be saved, there would be a lot of work to do.


‘Please, please, please,’ said Angie.


‘You’re going to need a goat. For milk,’ I said to Duffy. ‘Maybe two or three of them.’


‘Not a problem,’ he said. He would have acquired nursing elephants if I’d told him to. He just wanted his little girl to smile again.


I then asked both of them to please get out of the exam room and let me work. What I was about to do was a bloody, difficult, and ugly operation.




CHAPTER TWO
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It was seven in the evening when the Duffys came to the Inn-Patient, and maybe twelve minutes had already gone by. The poor doe was out cold and I felt so bad for her. Frannie the Sap – that’s what my sister, Carole, calls me. It was my husband David’s favorite nickname for me, too.


A little less than a year and a half ago, David was shot and killed in the physicians’ parking lot at Boulder Community Hospital. I still hadn’t recovered from that, hadn’t grieved enough. It would have helped if the police had caught David’s murderer, but they hadn’t.


I cut along the abdominal line with my scalpel. I exteriorized the uterus, flipping it out intact onto the doe’s open belly. I cut again, this time through the uterine wall. I pulled out the fawn, praying I wasn’t going to have to put it down.


The fawn was about four months, nearly to term, and as best as I could tell, uninjured. I gently cleaned the babe’s air passages with my fingers and fitted a tiny mask over its muzzle.


Then I cranked on the oxygen. The fawn’s chest shuddered. It started to breathe.


Then it bawled. God, what a glorious sound. New life. Jeez, Louise, the whole magical thing still makes my heart go pitter-patter. Frannie the Sap.


Blood had spattered on my face during the surgery, and I wiped it off with my sleeve. The fawn was crying into the oxygen mask and I let the little orphan snuggle up against its mother for a few moments, just in case deer have souls, just in case … let mother say good-bye to her child.


Then I clamped off the cord, filled a syringe, and euthanatized the doe. It was fast. She never knew the moment she passed from life into death.


There was one can of goat’s milk in the fridge. I filled a bottle and popped it into the microwave for a few seconds to warm.


I removed the oxygen mask and slipped the nipple into the baby deer’s mouth, and it began to suck. The fawn was really beautiful, with the gentlest brown eyes. God, I love what I do sometimes.


Father and daughter were huddled close together on my antique daybed when I came out into the waiting room.


I handed the fawn to Angie.


‘Congratulations,’ I said. ‘It’s a girl.’


I walked the family of three out to their creased and dented 4×4. I gave them the can of goat’s milk, my phone number, and waved good-bye. I briefly considered the irony that the fawn was riding home in the same vehicle that had killed its mother.


Then I was thinking of a steaming, hot bath, a cool glass of Chardonnay, maybe a baked potato with Wisconsin Cheddar – life’s little rewards. I was feeling kind of proud of myself. I hadn’t felt that way for a long time, not since David’s death changed just about everything in my life.


I was about to go inside when I realized that there was a car in the lot, a shiny black Jeep Cherokee.


The door opened and a man slowly got out. Headlights hit him from behind and for a moment he was haloed in light.


He was tall, slender, but muscular, with lots of blond hair. His eyes quickly took in the place. The big porch deck festooned with hummingbird feeders and a couple of wind socks. My trusty-dusty mountain bike. Wildflowers everywhere – mountain lupine, daisies, Indian paintbrush.


Now this part is more than a little weird. I’d never seen him before. But my limbic brain, a dumb little organ so primitive it bypasses logical thought, locked on to his image and stayed there. I stared at him, and I felt a rush of something akin to recognition. And my heart, which has been stone-dead for the past few months, sputtered, caught, and jumped into life for at least a couple of seconds. That kind of ticked me off, actually.


I figured that whoever he was, the mystery man was lost.


‘We’re closed for the night,’ I said.


He stared at me, unapologetic about the intrusion into my front yard.


Then he called me by name.


‘Dr O’Neill?’


‘Does she owe you money?’ I said. It was an old Comedy Store line, but I liked it. Besides, I needed a passable joke after the euthanasia of the doe.


He smiled, and his light blue eyes brightened, and I found that I couldn’t look away from them. ‘Are you Frances O’Neill?’


‘Yeah. It’s Frannie, though.’


I took in a face that was cool, yet had a touch of warmth. The directness of his eyes sort of nailed me to the spot. He had a fine nose, a strong chin. His features held together too damned well. A dash of Tom Cruise, maybe even a little Harrison Ford. Something like that, or so it seemed that night in the bloom of the Jeep’s headlights.


He brushed off his slouchy hat, and a lot of sandy-blond hair shifted and gleamed. Then he was standing in front of me, all six two of him, like a glossy photo from an L.L. Bean catalog, or maybe Eddie Bauer’s. Very serious-looking, though.


‘I’ve come from Hollander and Cowell.’


‘You’re a real estate broker?’ I croaked.


‘Did I catch you at a bad time?’ he asked. ‘Sorry.’ At least he was polite.


‘What makes you think that?’ I asked. I was all too aware that my jeans were soaked in blood. My sweatshirt looked like a Jackson Pollock painting.


‘I’d hate to see the guy who lost the fight,’ he said, surveying my appearance. ‘Or do you dabble in witchcraft?’


‘Some people call it veterinary medicine,’ I said. ‘So, what’s this about? Why did Hollander and Cowell send you at this time of night?’


He hooked a thumb toward Bear Bluff’s center, where the real estate office is.


‘I’m your new tenant. I signed the papers this afternoon. They said you left everything in their capable hands.’


I’d almost forgotten I’d put the cabin on the block. It’s a quarter of a mile back in the woods behind the clinic, and it used to be a hunting shack until David and I moved in. After David died, I started sleeping in a small room at the clinic. A whole lot of things changed for me back then, none of them good.


‘So? Can I see the place?’ L.L. Bean said.


‘Just follow the footpath behind the clinic,’ I told him. ‘It’s a four- or five-minute walk. It’s worth it. Door’s not locked.’


‘I don’t get the guided tour?’ he asked.


‘Much as I’d love to, I’ve still got a couple of chickens to kill and some spells to cast before I sleep. I’ll get you a flashlight—’


‘I’ve got one in the car,’ he said.


I lingered in the doorway as he crunched back to his Jeep. He had a nice way of walking. Confident, not too cocky.


‘Hey,’ I called out to him. ‘What’s your name?’


He looked back – hesitated for a half-second.


‘Kit,’ he finally said. ‘I’m Kit Harrison.’




CHAPTER THREE
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I will never forget what happened next. It was such a shock for me, a hard kick in the stomach, or maybe even the side of my head.


Kit Harrison reached into the Jeep – and he did the unspeakable – he pulled a hunting rifle off a silver-metallic gun rack. That son of a bitch.


I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. My flesh crept.


I yelled at him, loudly, which is so unlike me. ‘Wait! Hey! You! Wait right there, mister! Hold up!’


He turned to face me. The look on his face was serene, cool as it had been. ‘What?’ he said. Was he challenging me? Did he dare?


‘Listen.’ I let the big screen door bang shut behind me and marched fast and hard across the gravel beachhead. No way was I going to have somebody with a hunting rifle on my land. No way! Not in his or my lifetime.


‘I’ve changed my mind. This is no good. It’s not going to work. You can’t stay here. No hunters. No how, no way!’


His gaze returned to the Jeep’s interior. He snapped the glove compartment shut. Locked it. He didn’t seem to be listening to me at all.


‘Sorry,’ he said without looking at me. ‘We made a deal.’


‘The deal’s off! Didn’t you just hear me?’


‘Nope. A deal’s a deal,’ he said.


He grabbed a torch lamp from inside the car door, a reddish duffel bag, then he took up the hideous rifle in his other hand. I was apoplectic, kept sputtering, ‘Look here.’ But he ignored me, didn’t seem to hear a word.


He kicked the Jeep door shut, flicked on his Durabeam flashlight, and casually headed down the path into the woods. The woods sucked up the light and the sound of his retreating footsteps.


My blood was knocking hard and fast against my eardrums.


A goddamn hunter was staying in my house.




CHAPTER FOUR
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It was nearly dark and the hunters still hadn’t found the girl’s body. They were bitterly cold and hungry and frustrated as hell, and they were also scared. There would be unfortunate consequences if they failed.


They had to find the girl.


And the boy as well – Matthew.


The five of them walked through the thickly wooded area where they believed the girl had fallen. She should be right there! They had to locate the specimen called Tinkerbell and destroy her, if she wasn’t already dead from her fall and the gunshot.


Put Tinkerbell to sleep, Harding Thomas was thinking as he led the search team. It was a euphemism he used to make moments like this easier: Put somebody to sleep. The way they do with animals. Not death, not murder – just peaceful sleep.


He thought he knew the precise area where the girl had dropped like a shot from the sky, but there wasn’t any dead body flattened on the ground, or hung up in the towering fir trees.


They certainly couldn’t leave her out here, couldn’t risk hikers or campers finding the body. What a titanic disaster that would be.


‘Tinkerbell, can you hear me? Are you hurt, honey? We just want to take you home. That’s all,’ Thomas called in the gentlest voice he could manage. It wasn’t so hard: he had always liked Max and Matthew well enough.


Tinkerbell was a code name, and it was what he’d always called her. Peter Pan was young Matthew’s code. He was Uncle Tommy.


‘Tinkerbell, where are you? Come out, come out. We’re not going to hurt you, sweetheart. I’m not even angry at you. This is Uncle Tommy. You can trust me. If you can’t trust me, who can you trust?


‘Can you hear me? C’mon, kiddo. I know you’re there. Trust Uncle Thomas. There’s no one else who can help you.’




CHAPTER FIVE
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She was alive. Amazing, amazing, amazing!


But Max was hurt, shot, and she didn’t know how bad the wound was. Probably not too bad, since she hadn’t passed out yet, and there didn’t seem to be much blood.


She’d been hanging on to the top of a tree for hours, hidden in thick branches. At least she hoped she was hidden. She tried to be still. Silent. Invisible.


Max was shivering, and the whole thing was crashing out of control.


She really, really wished Matthew was with her. They would give each other strength and hope and words of wisdom. It had always been that way with the two of them. They were inseparable at the School. Mrs Beattie, the only truly nice one there, called them ‘inseparable at birth,’ and the ‘Bobbsey Twins’ – whoever the heck they were. When Mrs Beattie died, everything had gone bad. Real bad. This bad.


The woods were crawling with men. Bad ones – the worst creatures imaginable. There were at least a half-dozen of them. Hunters – killers. They were frantically searching for her, and also for Matthew. They had rifles and flashlights.


Uncle Thomas was one of them, and he was the worst. He had pretended to be their friend … but he was the one who would put you to sleep. He had been a teacher, a scientist, and now he was just a killer.


‘We’re not going to hurt you, sweetheart.’ She mimicked his voice, his phony, insincere manner.


The one good part was that she didn’t need to see them walking in the woods. Her hearing was incredibly acute. It was capable of separating sounds as close together as a thousandth of a second. It was one of her very coolest gifts. She could hear the tiny hum of distant mosquitoes, and the angry twitter of a wren. She heard aspen leaves rustling a half-mile away. She wondered if Matthew was anywhere nearby. Was he listening, too?


‘Tinkerbell, can you hear me?’


Yes, she could hear the pathetic sickos as they hunted for her. She had heard them when they were far away. She heard every footstep, every little cough and sniffle, every hot, smelly breath they took, wishing it would be their last.


One of them spoke, and she recognized a particularly insensitive guard from the School. ‘We shoulda brought dogs with us.’


‘Shoulda, coulda, woulda.’ One of the others ranked on him and laughed. ‘She’s a kid. They both are. If we can’t find a little kid we better pack it in.’


Dogs! Max bit down on a cry. Dogs would find her. Dogs were better at this than men. Dogs had special powers, too. Humans were the weakest species. Maybe that was why they could be the meanest animals.


The wind came up again, angry and howling, and she was reminded of how cold it got out here. She gripped the tree hard, listening intently, until she couldn’t hear the hunters at all. For the moment, they were gone.


Slowly, painfully, she shimmied down the pine tree and stepped cautiously out into the woods.


Then she ran. She had to find cover. She had to find Matthew before it was too late.




CHAPTER SIX
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His three-year-old boy, little Mike, used to like to say that he was ‘sore afraid of the dark.’ Kit had just loved that expression.


He would roar and hug Mike the Tyke against his chest whenever he said it. He could still feel those sweet baby hugs. The thought of it all left him sick and empty as if he’d been hollowed out and the core of his being tossed away.


Of course, he was feeling all kinds of things right now. He was investigating what he believed was the most important case of his career – and he wasn’t supposed to be here. He had been taken off the damn thing. He wasn’t even sure if the case was active at the moment.


So yeah, he was ‘sore afraid.’


He put away his mountain gear and clothes in the cabin, but only so that everything would look normal if he was being watched, or if someone happened to search the room. It was possible, even likely, that Frannie O’Neill or someone else would be watching him.


The cabin was modest, not overly decorated, but surprisingly homey and warm. There was a Rumford fireplace built with local granite. Hammered tin lanterns covered most of the mantle. A cozy sheepskin was thrown on the bed.


He pulled down the shades and quickly undressed. Then he turned off the lights and climbed into bed. Slid the rifle underneath. The gun was part of his cover story as a hunter, but he didn’t mind having it around as extra protection. It couldn’t hurt.


I’m supposed to be in Nantucket on vacation. Cooling my jets; getting my head on straight. Maybe I should have gone there. But I didn’t, did I? Second time I screwed up on that.


August 9, 1994, was the first screwup.


He closed his eyes, but he didn’t sleep. He waited.


With his eyes shut tight, he remembered a private talk he’d had with the assistant director of the FBI. He’d gone over the head of his superior to get the meeting.


He remembered the highlights, as if it had happened yesterday.


The assistant director had a look on his face, as if he were incredibly superior, and he couldn’t believe his time was being wasted by a field agent.


‘I’m going to talk, you’re going to listen, Agent Brennan.’


‘That would seem to defeat the purpose of the meeting,’ Tom had said.


‘Only because you don’t understand the purpose of the meeting.’


‘No sir, I guess I don’t.’


‘We are trying to cut you some slack because of a tragedy in your personal life. You are making it hard for us, damn near impossible. Hear this, and hear it well. Let your wild-goose chase go. Let the witch-hunt end today. Let the case with the missing doctors go, or we will let you go. Understood?’


Kit lay in the dark, and he remembered the meaning, if not the exact words of the assistant director. And yes, he understood.


So here he was in Colorado. He’d obviously made a choice. He’d gone with conscience over his career.


He was a goner.




CHAPTER SEVEN


[image: image]


It was quarter past eleven that night when he threw off the sheepskin cover and climbed out of bed.


He hurriedly dressed in the dark. A black T-shirt and black warm-up pants pulled over his hundred and eighty-pound frame. A black ball cap. High-topped Converse – Larry Bird’s brand. His own brand since he’d been ten years old and running the roads and playground hardtop of South Boston.


There was a full moon shining outside. He scanned the tall pine trees, looking from left to right through the bedroom window. He repeated the procedure until he was sure that no one was out there – watching, waiting for him to appear.


He opened the cabin door and slipped outside into the crispy, cool night air. He felt a little like Mulder in The X-Files. No, actually he felt a lot like Mulder – and Mulder was a fricking nutjob and a half.


Kit Harrison made his way back down the winding forest trail toward the animal hospital. He knew that Frances O’Neill had a room there, and that she’d lived in the clinic since the death of her husband, David. He knew about Dr David Mekin, too. Actually, he knew more about David than about his wife. David Mekin had studied embryology at M.I.T. in the 80s. Then he’d worked in San Francisco. Kit had a dozen pages thick with notes on Dr Mekin.


He did know a few things about Frannie. He’d done some homework. She had a veterinary degree (D.V.M.) from the Colorado State Teaching Hospital at Fort Collins. C.S.U. was also the national center for wildlife biology, and she had done a minor in wildlife. The school had a good reputation, especially for surgery. She was the founder of a local ‘pet loss support group.’ She’d had a thriving veterinary practice until her husband’s death. She’d been the family breadwinner. Lately, she’d let the business end of her practice slide.


It took him less than three minutes to get back to the main house. ‘The Inn-Patient,’ as she called it. This was where it would really start for him.


There was a bright light burning on the front porch, and a shimmering, yellowish light in a window on one side of the house. A Manx cat sat guard at one of the other windows, eyeballing him suspiciously, not moving a whisker.


He stopped to catch his breath, or maybe just to stop his heart from racing so much. He checked to see if anybody else was out there with him.


He needed to forage around inside the animal hospital – but probably not tonight. He passed close behind a matching pair of tall pines. He was less than ten feet from one of the brightly lit windows.


He jumped back suddenly.


Jesus! She had scared the hell out of him.


Frannie O’Neill was standing right there in the window, framed in soft light. She was naked as the day she was born. He sucked in a quick breath. It was the last thing he’d expected to see. Like being poked in the eye.


She didn’t see him, thank God. She was busy drying her long brown hair with a fluffy white towel. Pretty hair. Pretty everything, in fact.


She was a whole lot more attractive than she made herself out to be. Very pretty, very alive eyes. Slender, and in good shape. Seriously good shape, actually. Her skin had a healthy glow. She was thirty-three, he remembered from his notes. Her husband, Dr David Mekin, had been thirty-eight when he died. When he was murdered.


Kit turned away. She was still up, so there was no way he could check out the house tonight. He didn’t want to spy on a naked Dr O’Neill from outside her bedroom window. It made him feel like a creepy little shit. No matter what else he might be, he wasn’t a Peeping Tom.


He made his way back to the cabin – with the image of Frannie O’Neill still on his mind. Actually, she was burned into his optic nerve. Her eyes had a special glint that hinted at a sense of humor he hadn’t experienced during their initial meeting. She was definitely prettier than he’d expected her to be. And she might be a murderer.




CHAPTER EIGHT
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Tuesday morning was finally here.


Annie Hutton had been waiting on pins and needles, but right now she felt fine, strangely relaxed and ready.


Actually, Annie Hutton had a high level of comfort and well-being whenever she visited the in vitro clinic at Boulder Community Hospital. The staff at the clinic seemed to have thought of everything and its potential negative or positive effect on mothers-to-be. They were just super and she was fortunate to be working with them.


The toney waiting room had warm yellow walls with bright white trim. There always seemed to be freshly cut flowers. And an array of all the right magazines, current issues, too: Mirabella, AD, Town & Country, Parents, Child.


Best of all was the ‘up,’ positive, well-trained staff, and especially her doctor, John Brownhill. Dr B. was talking to her now, asking all the requisite questions during her eight-month checkup. He seemed so interested in how she was feeling. Was she experiencing Braxton Hicks contractions, anything unusual?


‘No, everything is fine, knock on wood,’ Annie said. She smiled positively, mirrored the confidence she felt from him and the rest of the staff.


Dr B. smiled back. Not too much, not condescending or anything like that, just right. ‘That’s great. Let’s run a few tests and get you out of here in time for the “Rosie” show.’


Annie knew that in spite of how relatively chipper she felt, she was still a high-risk patient. Dr Brownhill told her she had insufficient placenta. On this visit, Dr Brownhill and his nurse, Jilly, were going to use a fetal heart monitor to check the level of stress to the fetus during contractions. The idea of the FHM test made her a little nervous, but she tried to be as upbeat as her doctor and nurse.


Jilly squeezed electro-conductor jelly onto Annie’s stomach. Annie noticed that the jelly had been pre-warmed for her comfort. They thought of everything here. Jilly then placed two wide plastic strips around her abdomen. Very gently.


‘Comfortable? Anything else we can do?’ Dr Brownhill asked.


‘I’m fine, good. Jelly’s just the right temp.’


It happened so suddenly, almost as if it were a bad dream. ‘Baby’s heart rate is dropping,’ Dr Brownhill said. His voice cracked. ‘One hundred, ninety-seven, ninety-five.’ He turned to Jilly. ‘We have to crash her, stat. Hold on, Annie. Hold on tight.’


Everything moved so quickly after that, and efficiently, under the tense, crisis circumstances. Everything was a blur for Annie. Then she went out.


Less than forty minutes later, much sooner than expected, Dr John Brownhill personally brought the newborn to the premie nursery. According to the Apgar scores from the delivery room, the boy was in excellent health, but every precaution was being taken, anyway.


A clean tube was inserted into the infant’s windpipe, a pressurized hood was fitted around the tiny head. This ensured that a continuous supply of low-pressure oxygen would be directed into the sacs of the slightly immature lungs.


A blood analysis was done from a plastic tube inserted into the umbilicus.


An electronic thermometer was taped to the infant’s skin.


A nasogastric feeding tube was inserted into the nose. Breast milk was fed through it, just in case the infant boy wasn’t quite ready to suck.


A neonatal intensive-care specialist hovered over Annie Hutton’s precious little boy, checking everything, making sure he was okay.


‘He’s doing fine. A-okay. The boy’s in good shape, John,’ one of the specialists told Dr Brownhill. ‘Head’s forty-one centimeters, by the way. Big head about himself.’


‘As well he should.’


John Brownhill finally left the premie nursery and climbed the two floors to where Annie Hutton was recovering from her C-section.


The twenty-four-year-old mother didn’t look nearly as well as her infant son. Her ash-blonde hair was wet with perspiration plastered in tight curls. Her eyes were vacant and lost. She definitely looked like someone who had recently undergone an unexpected C-section.


Dr Brownhill came right up to her bed. He leaned in close and spoke in his usual soft, reassuring tone. He even took her hand.


‘Annie, I’m so sorry. We couldn’t save him,’ he whispered. ‘We lost your baby boy.’




CHAPTER NINE
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The Hutton baby arrived at the School within hours of its delivery in the Boulder clinic. A team outfitted in what looked like space suits rushed out to meet the Boulder Community Ambulance. They hurried the infant inside. There was a high degree of excitement in the air, exultation, almost glee.


The head doctor at the School was on premises for the exam and watched closely, supervising, lecturing at times.


Heart rate, respiration, skin color, muscle tone, reflex responses were checked. Baby Hutton scored a perfect ten.


The boy’s length and weight were checked. Tests were performed to check for cardiac murmur, heart engorgement, subconjunctival hemorrhage, jaundice, asexuality, hip displacea, clavicle fractures, skin mottling.


There was a nevus, a tiny birthmark on the right hip. It was noted as an ‘imperfection.’


Most of the testing involved the boy’s gross and fine motor coordination, and also his ability to manipulate the environment. The head doctor remained in the lab for every test, commenting on each as it was completed.


‘The head circumference is forty-one centimeters. That would be normal for about a four-month-old. That’s why the C-section was necessary, of course. The heart is larger as well, and more efficient. His heartbeat is under a hundred. That’s simply wonderful. What a little champ.


‘But watch Baby Hutton. That’s the key. That’s where the real drama lies. He’s listening to us, and he’s paying attention. See that? Look at his eyes. Newborns don’t fix and follow – never. He’s actually tracking us from one to the other. Do you understand what that means?


‘Infants never remember objects after they disappear. He does. He’s definitely watching us. Look at his little eyes. He already has memory. He’s just a super baby!’




CHAPTER TEN
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I woke up trying to catch my breath, crying softly over a horrible, crushing dream about my husband, David. It was the way I awoke almost every single morning these days.


I missed David so much and that hadn’t changed since the night a year and a half ago, when a crackhead shot him in a lonely parking lot in Boulder.


David and I had been inseparable before his death. We skied all over Colorado and the rest of the West. Spent Sundays at a health clinic for migrants in Pueblo. Read so many books that both our small houses could have doubled as lending libraries. We had more friends than we knew what to do with sometimes. We loved and lived a full life just about every minute of the day.


I had a thriving big- and small-animal practice. Early each morning, I went off to farms and ranches where I took care of horses and other large animals. People from all over the county brought their smaller pets to me at the Inn-Patient. For what it was worth, I was named ‘Veterinarian for the 90s’ by the Denver Post.


Now, everything was changed, the arc of my life was dipping in the wrong direction, and it didn’t seem reversible. I thought about David’s murder all the time. I bothered the police in Boulder until they asked me to stay away. I rarely went on house calls anymore, although cases still came to me.


I flung myself out of bed. I threw on my old faithful blue plaid robe and stuck my feet into slippers I’d been given for Christmas by a couple of cute kids whose coyote-mauled puppy I’d stitched up.


The slippers were made to look like cocker spaniel heads. Dopey eyes staring up, pink tongues lolling, floppy ears, the works.


I turned on the tape deck – Fiona Apple’s unmistakable, throaty moan; eighteen years old and full of piss and vinegar and creative craziness. I liked that in a diva.


I opened the door from the ‘master suite’ and entered the lab. I was greeted by my favorite poster for this month: Fox hunting is the unspeakable in full pursuit of the uneatable – Oscar Wilde.


First things first. I filled the coffeepot with hazelnut vanilla. Once the java started to perk, I began to look in on my patients.


Frannie O’Neill, this is your life.


Ward One is a twelve-by-twelve room with a sink, a single window, two tiers of neat, clean cages. The bottom tier held three boarders: two dogs and the roommate of one of them, a common leghorn chicken.


One of the dogs, a standard poodle, had ripped his catheter out again, despite the e-collar I had on him. I chewed him out in all of the sixteen words I know in French so he’d understand me. Then I reinserted the tube in place. I ruffled his topknot and forgave him. ‘Je t’aime,’ I said.


Ward Two is a slightly smaller replica of Ward One, but without any windows on the world. Some of my ‘exotics’ were caged in this room: a bunny with pneumonia, not going to make it; a hamster that I received by way of UPS with no accompanying note.


And there was a swan named Frank that my sister, Carole, rescued from a pond out by the racetrack. Carole thinks she’s St Theresa of the wilds. At the moment, my sister was off camping in one of the state parks with her daughters. I almost went with her.


My coffee was ready. I poured myself a steaming cup, added whole milk and sugar. Mmm, mmm good.


Pip was at my heels. Pip’s a Jack Russell terrier, a funny little boy who’d been turned in as a stray but had probably been abandoned. He did a little up-on-hind-legs dance that he knows I like. I kissed him, poured out a bowl of kibble, added in the last of some Rice Chex.


‘You like?’


‘Wuff.’


‘Glad to hear it.’


I strolled back out to the front of the house. That’s when I saw the triple-black, macho Jeep. L.L. Bean man. Kit Whatever. The hunter was back in my yard again. He was standing beside the Jeep, rifle slung over his shoulder.


Then I got a glimpse of a slack form lying over the hood.


Oh, God, no! He’s already shot something! He’s murdered an animal on my land. That bastard! That shit!


I had seen plenty of carcasses and dead animals up in these woods, but this was my land, my private property, and I thought of it as a sanctuary away from the world’s madness.


‘Hey, you,’ I shouted. ‘Hey. Hey, there!’
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