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        St. Vincent’s Hospital

        Santa Fe, New Mexico

        October 2009

      

      

      “You’re awake.”

      Lying on his side, Fred Adrian first became aware of the sensation of movement before knowing where he was. The starched white pillowcase was cool against his cheek. The smell of plastic registered in his brain.

      The gentle roll of the bed along a smooth floor, the blink of the lights overhead, the words on the intercom that he couldn’t exactly make sense of, they all made him want to go to sleep.

      “You were a trooper during the procedure,” the same woman’s voice said cheerfully.

      Then he began to remember. The hospital. He was in for the procedure. He was lying on a hospital gurney. Fred’s mind was slow to catch up, but things were starting to make sense. He was in to have a routine colonoscopy.

      “I’m nervous about it.”

      “No reason to be nervous. It’s over.”

      “When do you start?” he asked.

      She chuckled. “It’s all over. You’re done.”

      He wasn’t hearing her right. He wanted to go to sleep. “What time is it?”

      “It’s ten past eleven,” the same voice, pushing the gurney along the corridor, told him.

      Eleven. Last time he’d checked the clock it was a few minutes past eight. He couldn’t remember anything after that. He lifted his wrist to check the watch. He wasn’t wearing it. Fred held his hand up against the passing lights on the ceiling. They were so bright.

      “Easy now. You’re still hooked up.”

      He squinted at the IV hanging from a shiny chrome hook near his head. The tube snaking down from it disappeared and then reappeared just before terminating under some tape on the back of his hand. His first time under anesthesia. He’d put off having the colonoscopy for a very long time.

      “I made it. It’s over,” he said to the voice, as if that should be news to her.

      “You made it through with flying colors,” the woman said in an entertained tone.

      She slowed down to negotiate a turn.

      “I’ll be fifty-nine next week,” Fred said to her.

      “Happy birthday.”

      The bed bumped its way through a door. Fred didn’t mind. The residual mellowness from the anesthesia was taking the edge off of every sensation. His hand flopped onto the pillow and he slipped it under his head. He looked up at the ceiling. He couldn’t quite focus yet.

      “I’m the first one of us to reach the age of fifty-nine,” he told her.

      “The first one?” she asked.

      They made it through the door, and the nurse parked him. He wanted to talk, to tell her how special this was. His mind was slow to keep up, though. He didn’t know if she’d asked the question now or at eight o’clock this morning. He decided to say it, anyway. He had to share the news.

      “I’m the first male in my family.” He chuckled, remembering how nervous he’d been before today. He was sure this would be it. Today he’d die. “I’m first one to reach age of fifty-nine. My father, he was forty-two when he died. Brother…fifty. Now maybe I live to be sixty. My daughter is getting married next year, and I’ll be sixty.”

      There were two other patients in the room. Fred looked over. Another bed was rolled in after him. Or maybe he was there before him. He was an old man, sound asleep. Fred was tired. Maybe he should sleep too.

      “You’re just starting to wake up, but there is no hurry,” she told him. “Do you have someone waiting for you in the reception area?”

      For the first time he saw his nurse. She was moving the IV from a hook on the gurney to some stand next to it. She was young, not too pretty. She could be, he thought.

      “I need a date for my daughter’s wedding,” he told her.

      “Do you have someone in the waiting area, Mr. Adrian?” she asked again. She wasn’t smiling now.

      “Yeah. She should be out there.”

      “She?” the nurse picked up a chart and read something on it before putting it back down. “Why don’t you rest, and I’ll go and get Mrs. Adrian? But don’t try to get up or move until I come back to take out the IV, okay?”

      “Rest,” he whispered under his breath. His throat was dry. He wanted something to drink. He stared at the table with rolling wheels beside his bed. There was a cup sitting on top. He wondered if there was something in it to drink. The nurse had said not to move.

      The guy next to him was snoring. Fred wondered if he’d been snoring while under anesthesia. He’d made it. Made it.

      Five minutes later or three hours. He didn’t know. Fred opened his eyes and saw her coming into the room.

      “I made it,” he said, yawning and closing his eyes.

      “You did,” the woman said in a low voice. “Your nurse said as soon as you’re awake, they’ll bring you some coffee and a piece of toast.”

      “I’m thirsty. Hand me that cup of water.” His hand hung in the air.

      He heard a soft plastic-sounding snap near his head. She was standing too close to the bed. Fred could smell her perfume. He opened his eyes and saw her take something out of the tube going into his arm.

      “What was that?” he asked.

      Her hand moved to his forehead and she closed his eyes. “Why don’t you get some rest until it’s time to take you home?”

      The other patient was still snoring. He didn’t want to sleep. Fred felt his limbs getting heavy.

      “Take me home. I can sleep there.”

      “Shh. Soon.”

      His heartbeat started drumming in his ears. Suddenly, he wasn’t feeling right. There was something different. The right side of his face was feeling numb, like he’d been slapped.

      “Is he ready for some coffee?’ Fred heard the familiar voice of the nurse coming back into the room.

      Coffee. Yes. He wanted to wake up. He wanted to get out of here. He wanted to answer for himself. His tongue felt swollen in his mouth. His eyelids were too heavy to lift. He opened his mouth, but he could push no sound out.

      Something wasn’t right. She’d put something in the tube in his arm.

      Then, in a moment of clarity, he thought of Cynthia. He thought of the box he’d shipped his daughter.

      “I think he’s fallen back to sleep. Should we give him some time?”

      “That’s fine. Come and get me when he’s awake.”

      No, he wanted to wake up now. He wanted to live. He’d be fifty-nine next week. He needed to walk his daughter down the aisle at her wedding. Fred lifted his hand off the bed to tell the nurse to stop, but cold fingers took hold of his and pressed them down into the sheet.

      The kick of his foot at the table was a feeble effort, at best. Like a last gasp for air before drowning.

      “Is he okay?” he heard the nurse’s voice from far away.

      “Yes, he’s fine. I’m the klutz. I just leaned against the table.”

      Vaguely, he heard the sound of footsteps moving away. Hope slipped away like a lifeline through his fingers and was gone.
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        New Mexico Nuclear Fusion Test Facility

      

      

      More than halfway home.

      Even at forty-eight days into the project, Marion Kagan didn’t mind working seven days a week, sixteen hours a day. She didn’t have time to think about sun and clouds and trees. The Weather Channel was not of much interest down here. Sometimes, lying in her bunk, she did have to shake from her mind how much she missed the sting of the wind on her face as she whipped along on her scooter back and forth from her apartment to the UC Davis campus. Down here, there was no sunrise, no sunset. But no commuter traffic, either.

      Buried in the underground research facility with eight other scientists, Marion only considered the passage of day and night when she’d make her journal entry at the end of a shift. The rising and setting of the sun had no relevance down here. The group worked in shifts around the clock. Eating and sleeping happened between shifts, and everyone reported for duty when it was time.

      She was fine with all of this. They were over the hump. Only forty-two days left. And any time she got too restless, she simply reminded herself what a boost it was in her curriculum vitae to be the only graduate assistant chosen for this highly selective project. A project that was already producing ground-breaking results. In the scientific world, the eight academics in her group were already stars; this project would make them superstars. As for Marion, after this she didn’t believe she’d have any difficulty finding a job once she had her PhD.

      Everything was great except for one thing. She just couldn’t get used to the ongoing surveillance. The cameras were everywhere, mounted in the hallways, the laboratories, the control room. Marion couldn’t see them in the bunk room or the bathroom she shared with Eileen Arrington, the only other female researcher on the team, but that didn’t mean that they weren’t there.

      Truth be told, the cameras made her self-conscious. They recorded everything. Of course, the only camera with a live feed to the world above was by the elevator. Connected to the security station on the ground floor, that hookup provided a quick way to communicate with the outside world in case of emergency.

      The rest of the cameras were for documentation, she’d been told. It eliminated a lot of the paperwork that otherwise Marion would have to be doing. That thought helped to make the surveillance bearable, at least, because it took only a couple of hours on the first day of the project for her to realize that as the only member of the team lacking a doctoral degree, she was expected to be servant, gopher, slave, chief cook, dishwasher, and of course lab assistant for the other eight making up the team.

      Marion made a face at the camera in the hallway before punching in the security code on a pad to get into the control room. Hearing the click of the lock, she pulled open the door.

      Five of the researchers were already in there, gathered around a rectangular conference table in the center of the room for the morning update. Dozens of computer screens and accompanying electronic apparatus were scattered around the spacious room. This was the place where most of them spent the day. They worked in overlapping shifts, but each had their own workstation. At any given time, six researchers were on duty and three were off. Glancing around the room, she realized she never ceased to be amazed at the way the personal peculiarities of each individual were so clearly demonstrated by the condition of the personal work space.

      Robert Eaton, the project manager, stopped what he was saying and looked up at Marion.

      She nodded. “The nine containers are in the test fixtures and set to go,” she told him, going around the table and taking her customary seat.

      Marion was part of the team, but she wasn’t one of them. The hierarchy was clear. The rest sat in their personal faux-leather rolling office chairs with the comfortable cushions. She sat on the single folding metal chair placed at the corner of the conference table. That was her chair and God forbid she should sit in anyone else’s.

      Eaton motioned to the man sitting to his right. “Arin, why don’t you start the countdown?”

      Arin Bose had an aversion to walking, due in part to his three hundred plus pounds. Holding his omnipresent Cal Tech coffee mug steady on his belly, he wheeled his chair backward to his station and began tapping on one of his keypads to start the sequencing.

      Marion looked up at the three-dimensional fracture mechanics analysis on the projector screen. They’d been looking at a rotating image of a pressurized nuclear reactor container ring. The smallest commercially mass-produced reactors were between 10 feet and 15 feet in diameter and were used on smaller naval ships. In these experiments, however, size was a major factor. The difference with this ring was that it had about the same diameter as a one-gallon paint can.

      “Here are the characteristics of the nine identical test samples,” Eaton continued, reading the file, journal number, date, and time for the sake of cameras before motioning to Marvin Sheehan, the metallurgist at the other end of the table.

      Sheehan’s thin frame straightened in the chair, looking like a runner ready to sprint. The man adjusted his spectacles, his excitement shining through the thick lenses.

      “The objective is to test to the point of failure,” he told them. “For the record, the material used for the container is Alpha 300-series stainless steel with a threaded lid closure equipped with the specialized HEPA filter vent. The vent allows for the controlled release of explosive gases…including hydrogen.”

      Dr. Bose had already started his countdown for the sample, but no one seemed to be paying particular attention to the test start-up times, which were imminent. Marion knew the computers monitored and documented those events more closely than any of them could. Besides, this had all become part of their daily routine.

      Daily routine or not, there was nothing humdrum about the successes they had already achieved. Their work was part of a series of experiments aimed at the construction of a ‘fast,’ transportable reactor.

      Power plants already in existence were presently burning only 3% of the fuel, the other 97% being rejected as ‘spent’ and fit only for disposal. In the ambitious project Marion was a part of, the ultimate goal was to create the process that would achieve an efficiency burn rate of 99.9 % of the fuel. Once this level was achieved, only one tenth of one percent of the plutonium and the other ‘ium’ products would need long term storage. At that efficiency level, most of the waste was simply the residue of the fission process, and that nuclear waste had a half-life, not of ten thousand years, but only 300 years.

      Already, the project had surpassed the 50% efficiency rate, far better than anything presently available for military or commercial use.

      In short, their work would change energy production forever.

      In only one offshoot of the overall project, the metallurgists in the group had identified a unique alloy of stainless steel for plutonium storage. The revolutionary process would require revolutionary housings to go along with it, so the find was itself a huge accomplishment. That success alone could lead to the development of containers for very small nuclear reactors. With this, progress in energy sources could be as rapid as anything that the electronics industry had been going through in the past two decades. In the same way that computers that were the size of a room were now palm-sized and smaller, nuclear energy production would become transportable. And with reduction in nuclear waste and the corresponding decrease in the need for long-term storage, it was clear where energy technology would be heading.

      Marion had been told by Robert Eaton that they had already surpassed every expectation for this stage of the project. Now they were all in it to see how far they could push the envelope. She could imagine more than a few of them had started jotting down notes for their Nobel Prize acceptance speech. She had a feeling Eaton may have already started rehearsing his.

      “Each sample container is packed with plutonium-bearing solid material,” Dr. Sheehan added before reading the specifications of the material in each container.

      Marion preferred not to think too much about the specifics—and the lethal qualities—of the radioactive material she handled in this facility. They were conducting their testing in an underground facility to minimize the contamination of the geological medium, in case of any accidents. Of course, she kept telling herself, there were going to be no accidents. Choosing this location was only a matter of convenience and security. As a team, they were following safety guidelines that were stricter than those used across any military or commercial nuclear laboratory in the country. There would be no contamination. Dr. Eugene Lee, Marion’s advisor at UC Davis, had promised her when recruiting her for this project that, at twenty-five years old, she had a better chance of getting run down by a garbage truck than dying of radiation poisoning.

      She looked up at her advisor as Dr. Lee started articulating his contribution to the testing.

      “Two containers will undergo crash analysis in a drop test to an unyielding target. Two others will undergo collision tests. The leak test is the most critical feature of the NRC requirement, so we are dedicating five containers to that testing. The pressurized environment is temperature-controlled to plus/minus one-degree Fahrenheit.”

      Dr. Lee summarized what Marion already had on her clipboard as far as raw numbers. She was well-read on the Nuclear Regulatory Commission’s requirements. There were minimum standards that they had to adhere to. Unfortunately, she knew that some of the standards were forty years old and pretty much obsolete. But their device would be a first. A major outcome of this research project was to create specifications for future manufacturers of the assembly.

      Robert Eaton interrupted the scientist. “A delivery? Now?”

      They all looked at the wall-mounted monitor that the project manager was staring at. The large computer screen dedicated to facilities data indicated that the elevator was descending from ground level.

      “Are we expecting a delivery?” Lee asked.

      “Not that I know of,” their leader answered. He looked at Marion. “Did we receive any communications from the power company this morning?”

      “I’ll check,” Marion replied, pushing to her feet and moving to her station. She was surprised that the landline phone connected directly to the ground floor hadn’t sounded. The security above always gave them a heads up before the elevator was sent down.

      “It has to be a food delivery,” Arin Bose commented from his corner. “Maybe a cake or a dozen donuts for a little celebration.”

      “We don’t have any delivery on the schedule for today,” Marion replied. Technically, the nine scientists weren’t sealed in this facility for the duration. Still, food and any other special requests were delivered according to a preset schedule by way of the elevator. And there was to be no human contact to further minimize the risk of disruption…or contamination.

      Andrew Bonn, a physicist from Texas, broke in. “I requested some antibiotics.”

      Marion already knew the man to be a total hypochondriac. While the rest of them went through standard testing for radiation on a biweekly basis, Bonn insisted on daily testing. But that was nothing compared to the dozen or so imaginary illnesses that he’d claimed to contract since they’d arrived here.

      “I didn’t know you were sick again,” Lee said, unable to keep the skepticism out of his tone.

      Bonn snorted. Nobody in this group would survive as a politician out in the real world. Each scientist was too outspoken when it came to anything that might inconvenience them personally. They were treated like ‘celebrities’ in their own university surroundings, and they brought that expectation into this situation. The Texas physicist rolled his chair back from the table and stood up. A pressurized button on the wall by each door released the lock from inside. Everyone needed to type in a sequence of numbers to get into the control room. Leaving was no problem.

      Andrew Bonn left the control room through the door to the hall where the elevators were located.

      “They subtract five thousand dollars a shot from our budget—for decontamination—every time that stinking elevator comes down here,” the project manager complained as the door closed behind Bonn.

      Everyone in the room had his and her own opinion on the topic and was not shy about contributing it now. Marion, however, made a point of staying out of it. These academics were a peculiar bunch, and she’d decided on Day One that she wasn’t going to get involved in their little dramas and power plays.

      “I’m sorry to mention it,” Eaton said over voices of the cackling flock. “Let’s keep on schedule.”

      As silence gradually settled over the control room, however, a strange popping sound could be heard from the outside.

      “What the hell was that?” the project leader asked.

      “I’ll check,” Dr Lee responded, getting up and pressing the automated button. As the door opened, the stunned team watched two men wearing black ski masks sweep into the control room.

      Lee went down as a bullet was fired at his head.

      Marion’s scream caught in her throat. Suddenly, everything seemed to move in slow motion. She saw the blue eyes of the assailant moving in her direction. The overhead light shone on the top of knit ski mask. She stared at the light gray maintenance coveralls and the name of the power company embroidered on the pocket.

      “Hold on a second,” Eaton snapped, starting to stand. “What do you think you’re doing here? This is a secure research facility for⁠—”

      He never finished, for the other intruder opened fire, starting with the project manager and then shooting each person around the table in turn.

      Amid the popping of the weapons, the last thing Marion heard was the high-pitched shriek that she realized had finally burst from her own throat. As she tried to back away from the table, her metal chair tipped.

      She did not see or hear or feel anything more, however, for all consciousness exploded in a molten sea of light as a pair of bullets struck her in the head, sending her flying off the chair. Spinning as she fell, Marion’s body hit the floor. And when she came to rest, a crimson pool quickly spread over the beige tiles around her head.
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        York, Pennsylvania

      

      

      Mark Shaw killed the engine of his old Chevy pickup and sat for a moment, looking at the pink neon lettering on the sign above the Silver Diner. Even in the morning sunlight, he could see the ‘ner’ in the name flickering. Those letters had been threatening to go out since he was in high school. Some things never change.

      There was a time when the thought might have been comforting.

      Through the windows, he could see the faces of guys he’d grown up knowing. Lucille came into view with an armful of breakfast plates on her arm. As he watched, she slung the food onto the cracked linoleum of one of the booths as she had been doing since the ark landed. Her husband Abel was visible through the little window in the kitchen behind the counter, looking at the chrome carousel of paper order slips. Mounted on the wall at the end of the counter, the TV was tuned into CNN.

      With a sigh, Mark hauled himself out of the truck. The smell of bacon and onions greeted him before he even went up the three concrete steps to the diner door. He knew Lucille would have a cup of coffee on the counter for him before he even sat down.

      Inside, a few of the regulars were missing, but there was no one he didn’t know. He was surprised to see old Mrs. Swartley sitting at a booth down at the end with two other retired teachers he remembered from junior high. He didn’t realize she was still living in York. The three women were wearing matching gold bowling shirts. The short, permed white hair of the trio could as well have been part of their uniforms. A Thursday morning league, no doubt. She smiled at him but kept talking to her companions.

      Joe Moyer and Andy Alderfer were at the counter, and Mark took his place a seat down from them. Joe and Andy graduated from high school with him and had been working for the town’s Public Works department ever since. The bone-colored mug appeared, steam rising from the black liquid.

      “Hi, hon,” Lucille said. “Let me guess. Three eggs over-easy with sausage, home fries, and wheat toast. With a side of raisin toast.”

      “No, let’s try something different this morning,” Mark answered, looking up at the “Specials” board. “How about bacon instead of sausage?”

      “Oh, be still my heart,” she responded dramatically.

      “Lucille thought she had a live one on the line,” Joe said to Mark with a laugh.

      “I think I saw Abel start to dance in the kitchen,” Andy added.

      “Whadya say?” the cook asked suspiciously through the window.

      “Nothin’,” Andy replied innocently. “Our boy Mark was just thinking of having some Eggs Benedictine.”

      “Eggs Benedict, you idiot,” Abel grumbled. “Jeez, we need a better class of clientele.”

      “Hey, I’m really hurt here,” Andy responded wryly. “Aren’t you hurt, Joe?”

      “Don’t drag me into this,” his friend said, sipping his coffee.

      Lucille grinned at Mark and stuck his order up on the carousel.

      “So,” Joe said, changing the subject. “Did you decide what you’re gonna do?”

      Mark stirred the coffee thoughtfully. He couldn’t get away from it. Anywhere he went, whoever he spoke to, that was what they wanted to know. He couldn’t just be.

      “Hey,” Andy said. “My cousin Brian would give his left nut for that spot on the police force.”

      “Don’t rush him,” Lucille said, planting a hip against the counter. “He just got back from Iraq. And watch your language.”

      “Sorry,” Andy said contritely. “I meant left testicle.”

      “Oh, much better.”

      “How long do you have before you have to decide?” Joe asked.

      “The Chief said he can give me till the end of the month,” Mark said, thinking if only the rest of them could be as patient.

      “Well, that’s fair,” Andy said. “Do you know which way you’re leaning?”

      Mark shook his head. He wasn’t being a hard ass. He really didn’t know. Before his Reserve unit had been deployed overseas, he would have said he would be a member of York’s finest until he retired. But now, he wasn’t so sure.

      York was home, but it just didn’t feel the same. Fifteen months on the ground in Baghdad and Falluja had left him with a sense of…what? He wasn’t sure what the right word was. Disconnected. Hollow. Restless. Some word that incorporated all of that.

      He wanted to reconnect with things here, but something just didn’t feel right. Just before he’d shipped out, his father had found a job in Erie, and he and Mark’s mother had rented out their old house and moved. The garage and the little apartment above it were saved for him. And that was where he was staying. For now. Pretty damn depressing for a twenty-eight-year-old.

      Mark had no siblings, and the only relative he had left in York was his grandmother, who had been in an assisted-living home for the past five years. She didn’t recognize him at all and even became agitated when he went to visit her upon arriving home. And his relationship with Leslie had simply petered out a few months before he went to Iraq.

      Two girls from the car dealership up the road came in, drawing Joe and Andy’s attention, and Lucille went in back to help Abel put together the take-out order.

      Mark was glad to be off the hook. He glanced up at the TV on the wall. Lucille never had the sound on, but the aerial images on the screen showed a spectacular fire on what looked like an offshore oil platform. From the text scrolling across the bottom, he realized it was some kind of a research facility on a converted monitoring station in the Gulf of Mexico. As he watched, a huge explosion blasted flames and debris in every direction, even causing the helicopter doing the filming to shudder.

      Whoever was on that thing, he thought, was a goner.
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        Waterbury Long-Term Care Facility

        Connecticut

      

      

      Jennifer Sullivan moved into the room with the practiced quickness that her twenty-six years as a nurse had instilled.

      “Hey, what’s going on in here?” she said brusquely. She was barely five feet tall, brown eyes, short dark no-nonsense hair, average weight. She considered herself nondescript, plain. But people told her she had a certain presence. She was impossible to ignore. Jennifer knew it was her confidence and her insistence on providing the best care to her patients. She focused right now on this patient thrashing in the bed. “Come on, sweetheart. What are you doing to yourself?”

      Pat Minicucci was already there, trying to hold JD down. Jennifer could see the feeding tube was already detached from the abdominal port and lay on the floor.

      “I can’t hold her much longer,” the nurse’s aide said, a note of urgency in her voice. “Have you ever seen her like this?”

      “Never,” Jennifer admitted. Glancing at her watch as she stuck her head into the hallway, she called to a passing dietary aide to get the doctor. Luckily, Dr. Baer wouldn’t have left the facility yet to see to his own practice. She moved to the other side of the bed and put a hand on JD’s shoulder.

      “Did something bite her or sting her,” Jennifer asked, glancing around in the bedding for a spider.

      “I don’t know,” Pat replied breathlessly.

      “Well, did she fall? Where did you find her?”

      The patient’s brown eyes were open wide, and she was looking about the room, continuing to fight against the arms holding her. With each heave of her body, JD emitted gasps of breath from between clenched teeth.

      “I heard her as I was walking past the room. When I looked in, she’d already slid down to where the bed strap was up almost to her throat. She’d lost the tube.” Pat leaned move heavily on JD’s arms as Jennifer checked the bed for anything that might be poking into her. “As soon as I unhooked the strap, she went wild.”

      JD couldn’t have been a hundred pounds soaking wet, but she continued to put up a fight against the hold on her arms.

      “Be gentle with her,” Jennifer found herself saying. Pat was young and was close to twice the weight of the patient. She was also new and didn’t know much about JD.

      “I thought she was in a coma.”

      “No, she’s an MCS patient. She’s in a Minimally Conscious State,” Jennifer added as clarification.

      “What’s the difference?” the young nurse wanted to know.

      “MCS patients, like JD here, can be visibly awake or asleep. There have been times over the past few years when I’ve seen her reach for things, even hold them. I’ve noticed her follow with her eyes people moving in the room. Sometimes there is even gesturing or verbalization that is intelligible…at least to me.” Jennifer caressed the young patient’s brow. “Important thing to remember is that she’s really fragile.”

      There was no denying it. All the old-time nurses had a soft spot in their heart for her. JD had been here a little over five years now. And she was the easiest of traumatic brain injury patients to take care of.

      “Slide her up the bed a little.”

      Together, the two women moved the patient enough for Jennifer to re-clip the bed strap. Sitting against the edge of the bed, Jennifer leaned over JD and put her hands on either side of the young woman’s face to check the skin of her neck for any bites or scratches.

      Immediately, the patient stopped fighting.

      “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” Pat exclaimed softly, “You have the touch.”

      Jennifer saw the young patient’s eyes focus on hers. “Hi, JD. Do you see me, honey?”

      The arms now lay limp on the rumpled bed sheets. The noise JD had been making in her throat stopped. Jennifer motioned to Pat to let go, and the younger nurse cautiously released her grip on JD’s arm. Jennifer leaned her head slightly to check the scalp. The eyes followed her.

      “What’s bothering you, sweetheart?” she asked, accustomed to talking to this patient, even though the other nurses were sure JD didn’t understand.

      A male voice came from the doorway. “I hear there’s been some trouble here?”

      Both women turned to see the physician who had just come in. Dr. Ahmad Baer spent three days a week, a couple of hours of each day at the nursing facility. Baer was new to them, less than six months. But so far, she thought, he was doing okay. He had his own practice over by the hospital and saw patients at a retirement home in Woodbury, as well. Jennifer had just heard last week that Baer was also teaching a course at UConn Medical School every other semester. The staff here had already labeled him as workaholic, which was a nice change as far as Jennifer was concerned.

      “We were having some trouble with her…until a couple of seconds ago,” Pat said, staring in amazement at the calm patient. “She was fighting us like crazy.”

      The doctor walked toward the bed and picked up the feeding tube off the floor. He handed it to Pat.

      “I can see that.” He took out a small flashlight out of his pocket and moved to the head of the bed.

      Jennifer stepped away to give the physician room. She noticed JD’s eyes following her.

      “She maintains a visual fixation on you,” Baer commented. “Is this usual?”

      “I spend a lot of time with her,” Jennifer admitted. “I’ve been one of the few who’ve been here from the first day they moved her in. I’ve been thinking she might recognize me. But Dr. Parker, who retired before you got here, always said it was wishful thinking on my part.”

      Jennifer had spent more than half of her life doing this. She was forty-nine, turning fifty in January. Understanding her patients was second nature to her—like eating or breathing. Still, she recalled that one piece of advice she’d been given early on in her career had been to not get attached to patients. And she hadn’t, until JD. There was something about the young woman that tugged at Jennifer’s heartstrings. It was more than the helplessness. Most of the patients she dealt with were in some kind of vegetative or minimally conscious state. This one she somehow connected with. She was certain that the young woman understood her words more than anyone believed. JD was just a little older than her own daughters, and Jen frankly didn’t give two shakes what anyone else thought of the way she fussed over her. Seniority had its privileges. She could be extra attentive to a patient if she wanted.

      The doctor held JD’s chin steady as he checked the movement of the eyes.

      “I’m not as well-read as I’d like to be on this patient, Jennifer. What can you tell me about her?”

      Who was he kidding? she thought silently. He didn’t know anything about JD. The young patient was on the same medication and feeding schedule that she’d been on for years. There had been nothing new tried since the first year that JD was here. No rehab efforts, no new treatments. Standard physical therapy and that’s it. She’d hoped that Baer would see her sometime soon. But there’d been no reason for it before now.

      “Her chart is right here,” Pat Minicucci offered, pulling the clipboard from the holder at the foot of the bed. “But it won’t help much.”

      They were grossly short-handed, and there were a dozen things that Jennifer thought Pat could be doing right now, but the young nurse’s aide was apparently curious about what was going to happen too.

      “I’ll look at it later. Jennifer, what can you tell me?” Dr. Baer asked again.

      There were things that were written every day on a patient’s chart, like the medications or nutrients the patient should get, as well as vitals and therapy session records and such. But there were other things that weren’t there.

      “This January will be six years since her accident,” Jennifer told him. “She was pushed out of a moving vehicle one night on the highway, on I-84 in Cheshire. No one saw it happen…or at least no one ever came forward. She was taken to St Mary’s Hospital, the closest Level II trauma center. There were multiple head injuries and a broken arm, as well as a lot of road burn. The trauma team attended her immediately and the acute care unit at the hospital saw to the minor stuff. She never recovered from the head trauma, though.”

      “Everyone calls her JD for Jane Doe,” the physician assumed.

      “There was no ID on her when they took her to the hospital,” Jennifer said, nodding. “From what we were told, the police fingerprinted and photographed her that very first night, but there were no matches. Nothing ever came of any investigation, as far as I know.”

      “Is she a ward of state?” the physician wanted to know.

      Jennifer nodded again. “Title 19 Medicaid patient. The probate court assigned a local lawyer to act as conservator. I can’t remember his name right now. But he has power of attorney.”

      Dr. Baer straightened from the bed, and JD’s eyes focused on her again. Jennifer reached over and took the young woman’s hand. She was certain JD appreciated the touch. Everyone needed kindness and human contact.

      “She’s an absolute sweetheart. She’s never given any of us a lick of trouble in all the time she’s been here. I’m wondering if something wasn’t poking into her. It’s not like her to get worked up like this.”

      “How long has she been here exactly?” the physician wanted to know, taking the chart from Pat.

      Jennifer knew the answer. “She got bounced around to a couple of different facilities during the first few months after the accident. Then she was moved here. It was in August. So, it’s been five years and three months.”

      “What a great memory!” Pat blurted.

      Jennifer shrugged. “I remember because my family and I always go to the Cape at the end of July. And JD was brought in right after I came back from vacation.”

      “Has she been in minimally conscious state since she’s been here?”

      “Yes. She came in as an MCS patient.”

      “Anything done to wean her off the feeding tube?” Baer wanted to know, quickly paging through the chart.

      “No,” Jennifer wished she could say more. But she wouldn’t badmouth their former attending physician. Dr. Parker should have retired ten years before he did, as he had no interest in doing anything different. She had made recommendations as far as exercises or little things they could do to work with JD, but he wouldn’t have it. Standard maintenance treatment was all he would allow.

      “Is it too late now?” she asked. “If there’s anything extra we have to do, it’d be okay. We’d really like to help her…if there’s a way.” She realized it wasn’t right to talk for everyone else too. “I’ll put in some extra hours myself.”

      Jennifer saw JD close her eyes. She wasn’t sleeping, only shutting them out. It was so sad. The young woman did communicate with them. Jen was sure of it.

      “Do we have any idea how old she is?” the physician asked.

      “The file said early twenties when she arrived here, so we celebrated her twenty-seventh birthday on Christmas Eve.”

      The physician looked up and a smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. Jennifer thought this was the first time she’d seen him do that.

      “Does this mean she’ll be twenty-eight this coming Christmas?” he asked.

      “Yes, and we’ll have a big party for her right here and you’re invited.”

      If he was amused by that, he gave no indication of it. He paged through the most recent pages. “Has she had any epileptic fits in the past that you remember?”

      “No,” Jennifer said with certainty. “That’s not what this was.”

      She wanted JD to get better, not to be diagnosed with another disorder. With this doctor, she thought there might be a chance. There were a lot of new things that would be tried out if there were family around.

      Baer wrote down some notes on the clipboard. “I’m writing a prescription for some sedatives…in case she becomes agitated again.”

      Disappointment poured through her. “Is that all we’re going to do?”

      He looked at her with surprise.

      Jennifer bit her tongue. She didn’t want an enemy but an ally. “I was wondering if you could review her files. Perhaps see if there’s anything that needs to be changed on her meds or other things. Treatment that might trigger more responses. ”

      The physician looked down at the clipboard again. “Okay. Put her on my schedule for tomorrow. We’ll see if there’s anything needs to be changed.”

      This was a start.

      “I’m impressed,” Pat said after Baer left the room. “You really care about her. Don’t you?”

      Jennifer looked over at the bed. JD’s eyes were once again open and watching her.

      “Yes, I do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Santa Fe, New Mexico

      

      

      Living in three cities certainly did nothing to cut the size of the crowd.

      Cynthia Adrian had planned a luncheon for two hundred after the funeral service. Looking out the small window of the chapel at the packed parking lot, she feared they might have twice as many guests as she’d counted on.

      She glanced at her watch and smoothed back her shoulder-length blonde hair. Unbelievable. Ten minutes until the service was to start and her mother still hadn’t arrived. She took her cellphone out of her purse and considered calling her to see where she was.

      Cynthia had been forced to take over planning of her own father’s funeral arrangements. Everything, from deciding on the minister to arranging for speakers, even to sending a driver to the house to bring her mother here. All she had to do was be there.

      But being there had always been Helen’s problem.

      The minister knocked lightly and looked into the room. “Will we be starting on time, Ms. Adrian?”

      Could they start this funeral without Fred Adrian’s wife of thirty-five years?

      “I’m calling my mother right now. I’ll let you know.” She snapped the phone shut. “Never mind, here she is.”

      Cynthia watched the black sedan pull up in the front of the church. “We’re starting on time.”

      She went out the side door to meet Helen in the parking lot. The driver stepped out and opened the back door. Out of nowhere, a reporter and a photographer materialized by the car. The camera was clicking away at her mother as she stepped out.

      “Sorry about your loss, Mrs. Adrian,” the reporter said, holding up a small tape recorder. “Could we just ask you a question or two?”

      Helen Adrian stared at them unsteadily for a moment and then shrugged. “Why not? It’s just my husband’s funeral.”

      “Mrs. Adrian, could you tell us how your husband, as Director of Research at New Mexico Power, would react if he knew about the accident in the Gulf of Mexico today?” the reporter asked. “Wasn’t that specific research program a pet project of his?”

      “Yes, my husband loved those pet projects of his. They became more important to him than his family.”

      Cynthia noticed how her mother, using her years of drinking experience, was holding onto the car door to keep her balance.

      “If he were alive, do you think he’d agree with the power company’s decision to let the fire burn and assume that there are no survivors?” the reporter asked.

      “If he were alive,” Helen replied coolly. “I know what he’d be doing if he were alive. But he’s not, is he?”

      She tried to step up onto the sidewalk and stumbled. Cynthia was quick to catch her. “Are you okay?”

      “Okay? Okay?” Her breath reeked of alcohol. “How do you think I am? He’s dead.”

      “I know that.”

      “As a matter of fact, I’m more than okay. I’m fine. I’m great.”

      Cynthia glanced nervously at the reporter and photographer. They were getting everything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SIX


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Nuclear Fusion Test Facility

      

      

      Blackness.

      Marion blinked her eyes. She could feel her eyelids move, but there was nothing for her to focus on. Nothing but blackness.

      Trying not to panic, she wondered for a moment if she was even alive. The flashes of incredible pain shooting from the side of her head to the back of her brain told her that she was, but the blackness threw her. She wondered if she’d gone blind. She realized she was very cold.

      She tried to move her lips, her jaw. The skin on her cheekbone and her temple were stuck to something. The pounding pain in her head was excruciating and became worse when she tried to move her face.

      She waited for a few moments. She didn’t know how long. Tentatively, she flexed the fingers of her right hand. Every joint was stiff, and she realized she was lying on something hard. She moved her hand, feeling and recognizing the cold tile of the floor. Whatever her face was stuck to had a strange, familiar odor.

      And then she remembered.

      Cold fear washed through her. Killers. They’d come into the control room. Shooting.

      She felt her chest start to heave, her body trying to get air. Be calm, she told herself. Keep it together. You’re alive!

      Marion was lying on her left side, and she couldn’t feel her left hand or arm. She tried to move her legs. They were cramped and stiff, but she was able to straighten one…and then the other. As she did, her body automatically rolled onto her back, peeling the skin of her forehead and cheek from the tile floor.

      Her head rolled also, and when the back of her skull came in contact with the floor, she felt her brain about to explode.

      And then she felt nothing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SEVEN


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Eastern Shore, Maryland

      

      

      Joseph Ricker looked out at the half dozen middle aged men and the two hunting guides crouched behind portable blinds at the edge of the salt marsh. He shook his head.

      Who were they fooling, calling themselves hunters? This wasn’t hunting. It wasn’t even sport. It was a narcissistic exercise in time and money waste.

      In no hurry to leave the limousine, Joseph Ricker watched them a moment longer. He hated the fresh air, the mud, the bad weather, the inconvenience of wearing ridiculously ugly clothes for the excuse of looking the part. But beside all of that, he hated the idea of killing another living thing…unless there was some valid return on the investment of one’s time or energy.

      Cook them. Give them away. Stuff them. When it was over, you had to do something with the kill. In the case of these particular men, however, nothing would be done with the handful of geese they managed to gun down. In the eight years he’d worked directly for Martin Durr, his boss had never bothered to have anything done with the dead birds. Shoot them down and leave them. The others would do the same. Because none of these men were licensed to hunt in Maryland, not even the guides would send their beautiful retrievers out for them. None of this made sense to him.

      Joseph opened the back door of the black sedan and buttoned up his trench coat as he stepped out.

      “What time should I come back, sir?” the driver asked.

      “You’ll wait here for me,” he ordered. “I’m not staying.”

      Joseph flipped up the collar of his coat and waited next to the car for a couple of minutes. A light drizzle was falling from the gray October sky. He considered asking the driver to get an umbrella for him from the trunk. But he decided against it. He hoped he wouldn’t be out here long.

      As he watched, two long Vs of geese appeared in the distance. As the flocks passed within range overhead, Martin Durr and his guests began firing. They were shooting senselessly, like children at a carnival booth. And with all the fine weaponry they were sporting, only two geese dropped with a splash into the marsh. Joseph was certain that at least one of the birds belonged to his boss. Probably both.

      Martin Durr turned and saw the car. Joseph assumed his boss saw him too, but Durr didn’t bother to return the discreet wave. The older man handed his gun to the guide standing near him. He said something to one of his guests and started toward the car.

      Joseph knew this was his cue to start walking too. If he didn’t meet Durr at least halfway, he’d hear about it.

      He looked down at his four hundred-dollar wingtips and at the muddy path straight ahead. There was no dry route to take. He reluctantly stepped into the mud and felt his shoes sink in.

      Martin Durr didn’t believe in cellphones or email or even sending a trustworthy messenger when it came down to taking care of business this sensitive. And Joseph was too smart to question the older man’s judgment when it came to this sort of thing. Durr not only had survived but thrived in a very tough and dirty business for over thirty years. There were still a few things that Joseph could learn from the man.

      “Well?” Durr asked when they reached each other.

      As he knew he was expected to do, Joseph took one quick look around to make sure he was out of earshot of everyone and that no surveillance equipment was anywhere in sight.

      He turned back to his boss. “There was a plane crash this morning. Or rather, a charter plane exploded in midair before crashing.”

      “And?”

      “Five R&D staff scientists from New Mexico Power, along with two key administrators and the pilot and copilot, were killed. They were coming back early from a seminar because of the problem in the Gulf. It was a charter flight. They were the only passengers.”

      Joseph watched as Durr, pausing to consider the expected news, took off one glove and vacantly stroked the fat of his double chin. The nearly translucent skin on his doughy face was normally pale. But now, with the cheeks red from the cold, Joseph thought Durr was looking more and more like an old woman. The thought disappeared, however, when his boss’s steely blue eyes focused directly on his face.

      “The cause of the accident?”

      “The unofficial reports from the airport and from an ‘unidentified’ source in the NTSB South Central field office are that the pilot radioed in just before they exploded, saying that they were experiencing a ‘malfunction in the fuel system,’” Joseph told him. “The official reports won’t get released for at least a month, but they will confirm the early findings.”

      The older man looked off into the distance. He reached one hand into a pocket, took out a handkerchief, and blew his nose loudly. Joseph refrained from saying anything. He knew he was expected to be silent.

      “Where does this leave us?” Durr finally asked.

      “I believe it would be safe to say ‘clean.’”

      “No loose ends remaining? You’re certain.”

      “I’m certain. There are no loose ends, sir.”
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        University of Connecticut Health Center

        Department of Neurology

      

      

      “I think it’s absolutely ridiculous to lose the funding on a program this important just because we can’t get enough test subjects,” Sid Conway complained.

      “What happened to the two patients you had ready to go?” Ahmad Baer asked.

      “The families backed out. They wouldn’t sign the papers at the last minute.”

      Ahmad moved down the cafeteria line with the young man on his heels. He wouldn’t say it out loud, but he wasn’t surprised.

      Sid was in his first year of residency at UConn Health Center, and for a couple days of the week, he shadowed Ahmad on patient visits at the hospital. Smart, energetic, idealistic, and dedicated, Sid was destined for great things as a neurologist. Of that, Ahmad was certain. But there were a few issues regarding how Sid dealt with people that the young man needed some work on. Legal aspects of research work clearly frustrated him, and the psychology of dealing with patient’s families also seemed to elude him. There was also touch of arrogance Baer had noticed, in terms of how Sid dealt with staff that needed some taming. There was a lot, however, in the young doctor that was workable.

      “You won’t lose the funding,” Ahmad assured. “All you need to do is to go before the committee and they’ll renew it.”

      “I don’t want to go before the committee. Next year, it’ll be only more difficult than this year,” Sid told him. “I still can’t see what these families have against us doing the testing on the two patients. I mean, it’s not going to cost them anything, and it will definitely not going to make the individual’s condition worse. These patients are already in a coma.”

      Reaching the cashier, Ahmad stopped the young man from taking his wallet out and paid for both of their drinks.

      Sid was part of a team working on a new brain “reading” device. His work went beyond previous studies that used MRIs to read a person’s possible intentions by focusing on changes in the medial prefrontal cortex of the subject’s brain. Sid’s research team had already made great advances. No longer needing bulky MRI equipment, they now could use portable electronic scanning to read the brain’s activity. They were actually cracking the mind’s internal code to deduce what a person was thinking.

      The concern was that the researchers had no way of targeting specific thoughts. Whatever was going through the mind of the subject was what the instruments picked up. And there was no way to determine what was memory or what was real or what was imagined. Still, they were making tremendous strides in understanding how the brain functioned.

      “I know one of the lawyers who’s involved with this,” Ahmad told him. “Last time I spoke to him, he was reading up on the results that the neuroscience team at Berkeley published last year. Based on that study, the researchers were able to tap into the patient’s secret intentions and memories. Private stuff.”

      “You know that we have no interest in the specific content of an individual, per se.”

      Ahmad shrugged. “I know that but think of what the families are going through. They’re dealing with loved ones who have become paralyzed or have suffered mental impairment or have become comatose. They don’t know how long before these husbands or wives or brothers or sisters or parents will regain something of who they were…or if they ever will. This is as sticky as a Living Will. Decisions are difficult. There are privacy issues involved. There is always the chance that the patient might wake up tomorrow. What if your findings include revelations that are not particularly flattering…or are even criminal? Ethically and personally, the families have a problem with doing this. You can understand that.”

      They stopped by the elevators.

      “You’re supposed to be on my side, Dr. Baer,” Sid complained, half in jest.

      “And I am. I understand the positive uses this program can have in the future for people who have become impaired,” Ahmad told the young man. “You are making important early steps here. What I’m saying is that you should take your time and not set your mind on the first good candidates you find in this hospital. I know that would have been very convenient. But taking the easy road is giving you the most trouble.”

      The elevator doors opened, and the two men stepped in. Ahmad pressed the button for their floor.

      “Well, I have to come up with someone in the next couple of weeks, or I rewrite the grant to get it extended,” Sid told him, accepting the advice, but obviously disappointed. “Do you have any suggestions where I should be looking for subjects?”

      They stepped out at their floor.

      “As a matter of fact, I do. One of my patients at the extended care facility in Waterbury is a ward of state. A Jane Doe with no known family to have an objection to what you’re going to do or what information you’re going to abstract.”

      “What kind of okay do we need to include her?”

      “Just the permission of the conservator…who is an attorney in Waterbury, I understand. I’ll get the name and phone number,” Ahmad offered. “In her case, I doubt to be any objection. If anything, you can help them to identify her, it would be a very good thing.”

      “When can I see her?” Sid asked, perking up.

      “You can come with me tomorrow to the nursing facility. We’ll put in the call to the attorney’s office when we’re down there.”
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        York, Pennsylvania

      

      

      

      Mark Shaw had a busier social schedule now than any time before going to Iraq. It had to be a plot.

      The next-door neighbors, who were always friendly with his family, have a cookout, and he’s invited. The police chief’s wife throws a birthday party for their eight-year-old daughter. And Mark is invited. York College’s Criminal Justice department is having a retirement party for one of the professors Mark had while he was at school there. And he’s invited. Lucille and Abel from the diner have some reasonably attractive female friend over for supper on Friday night. And he’s invited. And there had to be a dozen more.
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