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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.









I will remember it forever, the darkness and the cold.


– EDITH HAISMAN, A Titanic survivor







‘What is it like down there, Charides?’


‘Very dark.’


‘And what of return?’


‘All lies.’


– CALLIMACHUS







PART 1




‘Shut up, shut up, I am working Cape Race.’


– Wireless message from the Titanic, cutting off an ice warning the Californian was trying to send
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‘More light!’


– GOETHE’s last words





‘I heard a noise,’ Mrs Davenport said, ‘And then I was moving through this tunnel.’


‘Can you describe it?’ Joanna asked, pushing the minitape recorder a little closer to her.


‘The tunnel?’ Mrs Davenport said, looking around her hospital room, as if for inspiration. ‘Well, it was dark …’


Joanna waited. Any question, even ‘How dark was it?’ could be a leading one when it came to interviewing people about their near-death experiences, and most people, when confronted with a silence, would talk to fill it, and all the interviewer had to do was wait. Not, however, Mrs Davenport. She stared at her IV stand for a while, and then looked inquiringly at Joanna.


‘Is there anything else you can remember about the tunnel?’ Joanna asked.


‘No …’ Mrs Davenport said after a minute. ‘It was dark.’


‘Dark,’ Joanna wrote down. She always took notes in case the tape ran out or something went wrong with the recorder, and so she could note the subject’s manner and intonation. ‘Closemouthed,’ she wrote. ‘Reluctant.’ But sometimes the reluctant ones turned out to be the best subjects if you just had patience. ‘You said you heard a noise,’ Joanna said. ‘Can you describe it?’


‘A noise?’ Mrs Davenport said vaguely.


If you just had the patience of Job, Joanna corrected. ‘You said,’ she repeated, consulting her notes, ‘ “I heard a noise, and then I was moving through this tunnel.” Did you hear the noise before you entered the tunnel?’


‘No …’ Mrs Davenport said, frowning, ‘… yes. I’m not sure. It was a sort of ringing …’ She looked questioningly at Joanna. ‘Or maybe a buzzing?’ Joanna kept her face carefully impassive. An encouraging smile or a frown could be leading, too. ‘A buzzing, I think,’ Mrs Davenport said after a minute.


‘Can you describe it?’


I should have had something to eat before I started this, Joanna thought. It was after twelve, and she hadn’t had anything for breakfast except coffee and a Pop-Tart. But she had wanted to get to Mrs Davenport before Maurice Mandrake did, and the longer the interval between the NDE and the interview, the more confabulation there was.


‘Describe it?’ Mrs Davenport said irritably. ‘A buzzing.’


It was no use. She was going to have to ask more specific questions, leading or not, or she would never get anything out of her. ‘Was the buzzing steady or intermittent?’


‘Intermittent?’ Mrs Davenport said, confused.


‘Did it stop and start? Like someone buzzing to get into an apartment? Or was it a steady sound like the buzzing of a bee?’


Mrs Davenport stared at her IV stand some more. ‘A bee,’ she said finally.


‘Was the buzzing loud or soft?’


‘Loud,’ she said, but uncertainly. ‘It stopped.’


I’m not going to be able to use any of this, Joanna thought. ‘What happened after it stopped?’


‘It was dark,’ Mrs Davenport said, ‘and, then I saw a light at the end of the tunnel, and—’


Joanna’s pager began to beep. Wonderful, she thought, fumbling to switch it off. This is all I need. She should have turned it off before she started, in spite of Mercy General’s rule about keeping it on at all times. The only people who ever paged her were Vielle and Mr Mandrake, and it had ruined more than one NDE interview.


‘Do you have to go?’ Mrs Davenport asked.


‘No. You saw a light—’


‘If you have to go …’


‘I don’t,’ Joanna said firmly, sticking the pager back in her pocket without looking at it. ‘It’s nothing. You saw a light. Can you describe it?’


‘It was golden,’ Mrs Davenport said promptly. Too promptly. And she looked smugly pleased, like a child who knows the answer.


‘Golden,’ Joanna said.


‘Yes, and brighter than any light I’d ever seen, but it didn’t hurt my eyes. It was warm and comforting, and as I looked into it I could see it was a being, an Angel of Light.’


‘An Angel of Light,’ Joanna said with a sinking feeling.


‘Yes, and all around the angel were people I’d known who had died. My mother and my poor dear father and my uncle Alvin. He was in the navy in World War II. He was killed at Guadalcanal, and the Angel of Light said—’


‘Before you went into the tunnel,’ Joanna interrupted, ‘did you have an out-of-body experience?’


‘No,’ she said, just as promptly. ‘Mr Mandrake said people sometimes do, but all I had was the tunnel and the light.’


Mr Mandrake. Of course. She should have known. ‘He interviewed me last night,’ Mrs Davenport said. ‘Do you know him?’


Oh, yes, Joanna thought.


‘He’s a famous author,’ Mrs Davenport said. ‘He wrote The Light at the End of the Tunnel. It was a best-seller, you know.’


‘Yes, I know,’ Joanna said.


‘He’s working on a new one,’ Mrs Davenport said. ‘Messages from the Other Side. You know, you’d never know he was famous. He’s so nice. He has a wonderful way of asking questions.’


He certainly does, Joanna thought. She’d heard him: ‘When you went through the tunnel, you heard a buzzing sound, didn’t you? Would you describe the light you saw at the end of the tunnel as golden? Even though it was brighter than anything you’d ever seen, it didn’t hurt your eyes, did it? When did you meet the Angel of Light?’ Leading wasn’t even the word.


And smiling, nodding encouragingly at the answers he wanted. Pursing his lips, asking, ‘Are you sure it wasn’t more of a buzzing than a ringing?’ Frowning, asking concernedly, ‘And you don’t remember hovering above the operating table? You’re sure?’


They remembered it all for him, leaving their body and entering the tunnel and meeting Jesus, remembered the Light and the Life Review and the Meetings with Deceased Loved Ones. Conveniently forgetting the sights and sounds that didn’t fit and conjuring up ones that did. And completely obliterating whatever had actually occurred.


It was bad enough having Moody’s books out there and Embraced by the Light and all the other near-death-experience books and TV specials and magazine articles telling people what they should expect to see without having someone right here in Mercy General putting ideas in her subjects’ heads.


‘Mr Mandrake told me except for the out-of-body thing,’ Mrs Davenport said proudly, ‘my near-death experience was one of the best he’d ever taken.’


Taken is right, Joanna thought. There was no point in going on with this. ‘Thank you, Mrs Davenport,’ she said. ‘I think I have enough.’


‘But I haven’t told you about the heavenly choir yet, or the Life Review,’ Mrs Davenport, suddenly anything but reluctant, said. ‘The Angel of Light made me look in this crystal, and it showed me all the things I’d ever done, both good and bad, my whole life.’


Which she will now proceed to tell me, Joanna thought. She sneaked her hand into her pocket and switched her pager back on. Beep, she willed it. Now.


‘… and then the crystal showed me the time I got locked out of my car, and I looked all through my purse and my coat pockets for the key …’


Now that Joanna wanted the beeper to go off, it remained stubbornly silent. She needed one with a button you could press to make it beep in emergencies. She wondered if RadioShack had one.


‘… and then it showed my going into the hospital and my heart stopping,’ Mrs Davenport said, ‘and then the light started to blink on and off, and the Angel handed me a telegram, just like the one we got when Alvin was killed, and I said, “Does this mean I’m dead?” and the Angel said, “No, it’s a message telling you you must return to your earthly life.” Are you getting all this down?’


‘Yes,’ Joanna said, writing, ‘Cheeseburger, fries, large Coke.’


‘ “It is not your time yet,” the Angel of Light said, and the next thing I knew I was back in the operating room.’


‘If I don’t get out of here soon,’ Joanna wrote, ‘the cafeteria will be closed, so please, somebody, page me.’


Her beeper finally, blessedly, went off during Mrs Davenport’s description of the light as ‘like shining prisms of diamonds and sapphires and rubies,’ a verbatim quote from The Light at the End of the Tunnel. ‘I’m sorry, I’ve got to go,’ Joanna said, pulling the pager out of her pocket. ‘It’s an emergency.’ She snatched up her recorder and switched it off.


‘Where can I get in touch with you if I remember anything else about my NDE?’


‘You can have me paged,’ Joanna said, and fled. She didn’t even check to see who was paging her till she was safely out of the room. It was a number she didn’t recognize, from inside the hospital. She went down to the nurses’ station to call it.


‘Do you know whose number this is?’ she asked Eileen, the charge nurse.


‘Not offhand,’ Eileen said. ‘Is it Mr Mandrake’s?’


‘No, I’ve got Mr Mandrake’s number,’ Joanna said grimly. ‘He managed to get to Mrs Davenport before I did. That’s the third interview this week he’s ruined.’


‘You’re kidding,’ Eileen said sympathetically. She was still looking at the number on the pager. ‘It might be Dr Wright’s. He was here looking for you earlier.’


‘Dr Wright?’ Joanna said, frowning. The name didn’t sound familiar. From force of habit, she said, ‘Can you describe him?’


‘Tall, young, blond—’


‘Cute,’ Tish, who’d just come up to the desk with a chart, said.


The description didn’t fit anybody Joanna knew. ‘Did he say what he wanted?’


Eileen shook her head. ‘He asked me if you were the person doing NDE research.’


‘Wonderful,’ Joanna said. ‘He probably wants to tell me how he went through a tunnel and saw a light, all his dead relatives, and Maurice Mandrake.’


‘Do you think so?’ Eileen said doubtfully. ‘I mean, he’s a doctor.’


‘If only that were a guarantee against being a nutcase,’ Joanna said. ‘You know Dr Abrams from over at Mt Sinai? Last week he suckered me into lunch by promising to talk to the hospital board about letting me do interviews over there, and then proceeded to tell me about his NDE, in which he saw a tunnel, a light, and Moses, who told him to come back and read the Torah out loud to people. Which he did. All the way through lunch.’


‘You’re kidding,’ Eileen said.


‘But this Dr Wright was cute,’ Tish put in.


‘Unfortunately, that’s not a guarantee either,’ Joanna said. ‘I met a very cute intern last week who told me he’d seen Elvis in his NDE.’ She glanced at her watch. The cafeteria would still be open, just barely. ‘I’m going to lunch,’ she said. ‘If Dr Wright shows up again, tell him it’s Mr Mandrake he wants.’


She started down to the cafeteria in the main building, taking the service stairs instead of the elevator to avoid running into either one of them. She supposed Dr Wright was the one who had paged her earlier, when she was talking to Mrs Davenport. On the other hand, it might have been Vielle, paging her to tell her about a patient who’d coded and might have had an NDE. She’d better check. She went down to the ER.


It was jammed, as usual, wheelchairs everywhere, a boy with a hand wrapped in a red-soaked dish towel sitting on an examining table, two women talking rapidly and angrily in Spanish to the admitting nurse, someone in one of the trauma rooms screaming obscenities in English at the top of her lungs. Joanna worked her way through the tangle of IV poles and crash carts, looking for Vielle’s blue scrubs and her black, worried-looking face. She always looked worried in the ER, whether she was responding to a code or removing a splinter, and Joanna often wondered what effect it had on her patients.


There she was, over by the station desk, reading a chart and looking worried. Joanna maneuvered past a wheelchair and a stack of blankets to get to her. ‘Did you try to page me?’ she asked.


Vielle shook her blue-capped head. ‘It’s like a tomb down here. Literally. A gunshot, two ODs, one AIDS-related pneumonia. All DOA, except one of the overdoses.’


She put down the chart and motioned Joanna into one of the trauma rooms. The examining table had been moved out and a bank of electrical equipment moved in, amid a tangle of dangling wires and cables. ‘What’s this?’ Joanna asked.


‘The communications room,’ Vielle said, ‘if it ever gets finished. So we can be in constant contact with the ambulances and the chopper and give medical instructions to the paramedics on their way here. That way we’ll know if our patients are DOA before they get here. Or armed.’ She pulled off her surgical cap and shook out her tangle of narrow black braids. ‘The overdose who wasn’t DOA tried to shoot one of the orderlies getting him on the examining table. He was on this new drug, rogue, that’s making the rounds. Luckily he’d taken too much, and died before he could pull the trigger.’


‘You’ve got to put in a request to transfer to Peds,’ Joanna said.


Vielle shuddered. ‘Kids are even worse than druggers. Besides, if I transferred, who’d notify you of NDEs before Mandrake got hold of them?’


Joanna smiled. ‘You are my only hope. By the way, do you happen to know a Dr Wright?’


‘I’ve been looking for him for years,’ Vielle said.


‘Well, I don’t think this is the one,’ Joanna said. ‘He wouldn’t be one of the interns or residents in the ER, would he?’


‘I don’t know,’ Vielle said. ‘We get so many through here, I don’t even bother to learn their names. I just call all of them “Stop that,” or, “What do you think you’re doing?” I’ll check.’ They went back out into the ER. Vielle grabbed a clipboard and drew her finger down a list. ‘Nope. Are you sure he works here at Mercy General?’


‘No,’ Joanna said. ‘But if he comes looking for me, I’m up on seven-west.’


‘And what about if an NDEer shows up and I need to find you?’


Joanna grinned. ‘I’m in the cafeteria.’


‘I’ll page you,’ Vielle said. ‘This afternoon should be busy.’


‘Why?’


‘Heart attack weather,’ she said and, at Joanna’s blank look, pointed toward the emergency room entrance. ‘It’s been snowing since nine this morning.’


Joanna looked wonderingly in the direction Vielle was pointing, though she couldn’t see the outside windows from here. ‘I’ve been in curtained patient rooms all morning,’ she said. And in windowless offices and hallways and elevators.


‘Slipping on the ice, shoveling snow, car accidents,’ Vielle said. ‘We should have lots of business. Do you have your pager turned on?’


‘Yes, Mother,’ Joanna said. ‘I’m not one of your interns.’ She waved goodbye to Vielle, and went up to first.


The cafeteria was, amazingly, still open. It had the shortest hours of any hospital cafeteria Joanna had ever seen, and she was always coming down for lunch to find its glass double doors locked and its red plastic chairs stacked on top of the Formica tables. But today it was open, even though a hair-netted worker was dismantling the salad bar and another one was putting away a stack of plates. Joanna snatched up a tray before they could take those away and started over to the hot-food line. And stopped short. Maurice Mandrake was over by the drinks machine, getting a cup of coffee. Nope, thought Joanna, not right now. I’m liable to kill him.


She turned on her heel and walked swiftly down the hall. She dived in the elevator, pushed ‘Close Door,’ and then hesitated with her finger above the floor buttons. She couldn’t leave the hospital, she’d promised Vielle she’d be within reach. The vending-machine snack bar was over in the north wing, but she wasn’t sure she had any money. She rummaged through the pockets of her cardigan sweater, but all she turned up besides her minirecorder was a pen, a dime, a release form, an assortment of used Kleenex, and a postcard of a tropical ocean at sunset with palm trees silhouetted blackly against the red sky and coral-pink water. Where had she gotten that? She turned it over. ‘Having wonderful time. Wish you were here,’ someone had written over an illegibly scrawled signature, and next to it, in Vielle’s handwriting, Pretty Woman, Remember the Titans, What Lies Beneath. The list of movies Vielle had wanted her to get for their last Dish Night.


Unfortunately, she didn’t also have the popcorn from their last Dish Night, and the cheapest thing in the vending machine was seventy-five cents. Her purse was up in her office, but Dr Wright might be camped outside, waiting for her.


Where else would have food? They had Ensure in Oncology, but she wasn’t that hungry. Paula up on five-east, she thought. She always had a stash of M&M’s, and besides, she should go see Carl Aspinall. She pressed the button for five.


She wondered how Coma Carl, which was what the nurses called him, was doing. He’d been in a semicomatose state ever since he’d been admitted two months ago with spinal meningitis. He was completely unresponsive part of the time, and part of the time his arms and legs twitched, and he murmured words. And sometimes he spoke perfectly clearly.


‘But he’s not having a near-death experience,’ Guadalupe, one of his nurses, had said when Joanna had gotten permission from his wife to have the nurses write down everything he said. ‘I mean, he’s never coded.’


‘The circumstances are similar,’ Joanna had said. And he was one subject Maurice Mandrake couldn’t get to.


Nothing could get to him, even though his wife and the nurses pretended he could hear them. The nurses were careful not to use the nickname Coma Carl or discuss his condition when they were in his room, and they encouraged Joanna to talk to him. ‘There have been studies that show coma patients can hear what’s said in their presence,’ Paula had told her, offering her some M&M’s.


But I don’t believe it, Joanna thought, waiting for the elevator door to open on five. He doesn’t hear anything. He’s somewhere else altogether, beyond our reach.


The elevator door opened, and she went down the corridor to the nurses’ station. Paula wasn’t there. A strange nurse with blond hair and no hips was at the computer. ‘Where’s Paula?’ Joanna asked.


‘Out sick,’ the pencil-thin nurse said warily. ‘Can I help you, Dr …’ She looked at the ID hanging around Joanna’s neck. ‘Lander?’


It was no use asking her for food. She looked like she’d never eaten an M&M in her life, and from the way she was staring at Joanna’s body, like she didn’t approve of Joanna’s having done so either. ‘No. Thanks,’ Joanna said coolly, and realized she was still carrying the tray from the cafeteria. She must have had it the whole time in the elevator and never been aware of it.


‘This needs to go back down to the kitchen,’ she said briskly, and handed it to the nurse. ‘I’m here to see Com— Mr Aspinall,’ she said and started down the hall to Carl’s room.


The door was open, and Guadalupe was on the far side of the bed, hanging up an IV bag. The chair Carl’s wife usually occupied was empty. ‘How’s he doing today?’ Joanna whispered, approaching the bed.


‘Much better,’ Guadalupe said cheerfully, and then in a whisper, ‘His fever’s back up.’ She unhooked the empty IV bag and carried it over to the window. ‘It’s dark in here,’ she said. ‘Would you like some light, Carl?’ She pulled the curtains open.


Vielle had been right. It was snowing. Big flakes out of a leaden gray sky. ‘It’s snowing, did you know that, Carl?’ Guadalupe said.


No, Joanna thought, looking down at the man on the bed. His slack face under the oxygen tubes was pale and expressionless in the gray light from the window, his eyes not quite closed, a slit of white showing beneath the heavy lids, his mouth half-open.


‘It looks cold out there,’ Guadalupe said, going over to the computer. ‘Is it building up on the streets yet?’


It took Joanna a moment to realize Guadalupe was talking to her and not Carl. ‘I don’t know,’ she said, fighting the impulse to whisper so as not to disturb him. ‘I came to work before it started.’


Guadalupe poked at icons on the screen, entering Carl’s temperature and the starting of the new IV bag. ‘Has he said anything this morning?’ Joanna asked.


‘Not a word,’ Guadalupe said. ‘I think he’s boating on the lake again. He was humming earlier.’


‘Humming?’ Joanna said. ‘Can you describe it?’


‘You know, humming,’ Guadalupe said. She came over to the bed and pulled the covers up over Carl’s taped and tubed arm, over his chest. ‘Like a tune, only I couldn’t recognize it. There you are, all tucked in nice and warm,’ she said and started for the door with her empty IV bag. ‘You’re lucky you’re in here and not out in that snow, Carl,’ and went out.


But he’s not in here, Joanna thought. ‘Where are you, Carl?’ she asked. ‘Are you boating on the lake?’


Boating on the lake was one of the scenarios the nurses had invented out of his murmurings. He made motions with his arms that might have been rowing, and at those times he was never agitated or cried out, which was why they thought it was something idyllic.


There were several scenarios: The Bataan Death March, during which he cried over and over, ‘Water!,’ and Running for the Bus, and one each of the nurses had a different name for – Burned at the Stake and Vietcong Ambush and The Torments of Hell – during which he flailed wildly at the tangled covers, yanked out his IV. Once he had blacked Guadalupe’s eye when she tried to restrain him. ‘Blanked out,’ he had screamed over and over, or possibly ‘placket!’ or ‘black.’ And once, in a tone of panicked dread, ‘Cut the knot.’


‘Maybe he thinks the IV lines are ropes,’ Guadalupe, her eye swollen shut, had said helpfully when she gave Joanna a transcript of the episode.


‘Maybe,’ Joanna had said, but she didn’t think so. He doesn’t know the IV lines are there, she thought, or the snow or the nurses. He’s a long way from here, seeing something different altogether. Like all the heart attack and car accident and hemorrhage patients she’d interviewed over the last two years, wading through the angels and tunnels and relatives they’d been programmed to see, listening for the offhand comment, the seemingly irrelevant detail that might give a clue as to what they had seen, where they had been.


‘The light enveloped me, and I felt happy and warm and safe,’ Lisa Andrews, whose heart had stopped during a C-section, had said, but she’d shivered as she said it, and then sat for a long time, gazing bleakly into the distance. And Jake Becker, who had fallen off a ledge while hiking in the Rockies, had said, trying to describe the tunnel, ‘It was a long way away.’


‘The tunnel was a long way away from you?’ Joanna had asked.


‘No,’ Jake had said angrily. ‘I was right there. In it. I’m talking about where it was. It was a long way away.’


Joanna went over to the window and looked out at the snow. It was coming down faster now, covering the cars in the visitors’ parking lot. An elderly woman in a gray coat and a plastic rain bonnet was laboriously scraping snow off her windshield. Heart attack weather, Vielle had said. Car accident weather. Dying weather.


She pulled the curtains closed and went back over to the bed and sat down in the chair beside it. Carl wasn’t going to speak, and the cafeteria would close in another ten minutes. She needed to go now if she ever wanted to eat. But she sat on, watching the monitors, with their shifting lines, shifting numbers, watching the almost imperceptible rise and fall of Carl’s sunken chest, looking at the closed curtains with the snow falling silently beyond them.


She became aware of a faint sound. She looked at Carl, but he had not moved and his mouth was still half-open. She glanced at the monitors, but the sound was coming from the bed. Can you describe it? she thought automatically. A deep, even sound, like a foghorn, with long pauses between, and after each pause, a subtle change in pitch.


He’s humming, she thought. She fumbled for her minirecorder and switched it on, holding it close to his mouth. ‘Nmnmnmnm,’ he droned, and then slightly lower, shorter, ‘nmnm,’ pause while he must be taking a breath, ‘nmnmnm,’ lower still. Definitely a tune, though she couldn’t recognize it either, the spaces between the sounds were too long. But he was definitely humming.


Was he singing on a summer lake somewhere, while a pretty girl played a ukulele? Or was he humming along with Mrs Davenport’s heavenly choir, standing in a warm, fuzzy light at the end of a tunnel? Or was he somewhere in the dark or the jungles of Vietnam, humming to himself to keep his fears at bay?


Her pager began abruptly to beep. ‘Sorry,’ she said, scrabbling to turn it off with her free hand. ‘Sorry.’ But Carl hummed on undisturbed, nmnm, nmnm, nmnm, nmnm, nm, nm. Oblivious. Unreachable.


The number showing on the pager was the ER. ‘Sorry,’ Joanna said again and switched off the recorder. ‘I have to go.’ She patted his hand, lying unmoving at his side. ‘But I’ll come see you again soon,’ and she headed down to the ER.


‘Heart attack,’ Vielle said when she got there. ‘Digging his car out of a ditch. Coded briefly in the ambulance.’


‘Where is he?’ Joanna said. ‘Up in CICU?’


‘No,’ Vielle said. ‘He’s right here.’


‘In the ER?’ Joanna said, surprised. She never talked to patients in the ER, even though there were times she wished she could so she could interview them before Mr Mandrake did.


‘He came back really fast after coding, and now he’s refusing to be admitted till the cardiologist gets here,’ Vielle said. ‘We’ve paged him, but in the meantime the guy’s driving everybody crazy. He did not have a heart attack. He works out at his health club three times a week.’ She led Joanna across the central area toward the trauma rooms.


‘Are you sure he’s well enough to talk to me?’ Joanna asked, following her.


‘He keeps trying to get out of bed and demanding to talk to someone in charge,’ Vielle said, sidling expertly between a supply cart and a portable X-ray machine. ‘If you can distract him and keep him in bed till the cardiologist gets here, you’ll be doing everybody a big favor. Including him. Listen, there’s your subject now.’


‘Why isn’t my doctor here yet?’ a man’s baritone demanded from the end examining room. ‘And where’s Stephanie?’ His voice sounded strong and alert for someone who’d just coded and been revived. Maybe he was right, and he hadn’t had a heart attack at all. ‘What do you mean, you haven’t gotten in touch with her yet? She has a cell phone,’ he shouted. ‘Where’s a phone? I’ll call her myself.’


‘You aren’t supposed to get up, Mr Menotti,’ a woman’s voice said. ‘You’re all hooked up.’


Vielle opened the door and led Joanna into the room, where a nurse’s aide was vainly trying to keep a young man from removing the electrodes pasted to his chest. A very young man, not more than thirty-five, and tan and well muscled. She could believe he worked out three times a week.


‘Stop that,’ Vielle said and pushed him back against the bed, which was at a forty-five-degree angle. ‘You need to stay quiet. Your doctor will be here in a few minutes.’


‘I have to get in touch with Stephanie,’ he said. ‘I don’t need an IV.’


‘Yes, you do,’ Vielle said. ‘Nina here will call her for you.’ She looked at the heart monitor and then checked his pulse.


‘I already tried,’ the aide said. ‘She isn’t answering.’


‘Well, try again,’ Vielle said, and the aide scooted out. ‘Mr Menotti, this is Dr Lander. I told you about her.’ She pushed him firmly back against the bed. ‘I’ll let you two get acquainted.’


‘Don’t let him get up,’ she mouthed silently to Joanna and went out.


‘I’m glad you’re here,’ Mr Menotti said. ‘You’re a doctor, maybe you can talk some sense into them. They keep saying I had a heart attack, but I couldn’t have. I work out three times a week.’


‘I’m not a medical doctor. I’m a cognitive psychologist,’ Joanna said, ‘and I’d like to talk to you about your experience in the ambulance.’ She pulled a release form out of her cardigan pocket and unfolded it. ‘This is a standard release form, Mr Menotti—’


‘Call me Greg,’ he said. ‘Mr Menotti’s my father.’


‘Greg,’ she said.


‘And what do I call you?’ he asked and grinned. It was a very cute grin, if a little wolfish.


‘Dr Lander,’ she said dryly. She handed him the form. ‘The release form says that you give your permission for—’


‘If I sign it, will you tell me your first name?’ he asked. ‘And your phone number?’


‘I thought your girlfriend was on her way here, Mr Menotti,’ she said, handing him a pen.


‘Greg,’ he corrected her, trying to sit up again. Joanna leaped forward to hold the form so he could sign it without exerting himself.


‘There you go, Doctor,’ he said, handing her back the form and pen. ‘Look, I’m thirty-four. Even if you’re not a doctor, you know guys my age don’t have heart attacks, right?’


Wrong, Joanna thought, and usually they aren’t lucky enough to be revived after they code. ‘The cardiologist will be here in a few minutes,’ she said. ‘In the meantime, why don’t you tell me what happened?’ She switched on the minirecorder.


‘Okay,’ he said. ‘I was on my way back to the office from playing racquetball – I play racquetball twice a week, Stephanie and I go skiing on the weekends. That’s why I moved out here from New York, for the skiing. I do downhill and cross-country, so you can see it’s impossible for me to have had a heart attack.’


‘You were on the way back to the office—’ Joanna prompted.


‘Yeah,’ Greg said. ‘It’s snowing, and the road’s really slick, and this idiot in a Jeep Cherokee tries to cut in front of me, and I end up in the ditch. I’ve got a shovel in the car, so I start digging myself out, and I don’t know what happened then. I figure a piece of ice off a truck must have hit me in the head and knocked me out, because the next thing I know, there’s a siren going, and I’m in an ambulance and a paramedic’s sticking these ice-cold paddles on my chest.’


Of course, Joanna thought resignedly. I finally get a subject Maurice Mandrake hasn’t already corrupted, and he doesn’t remember anything. ‘Can you remember anything at all between your – between being hit in the head and waking up in the ambulance?’ Joanna asked hopefully. ‘Anything you heard? Or saw?’ but he was already shaking his head.


‘It was like when I had my cruciate ligament operated on last year. I tore it playing softball,’ he said. ‘One minute the anesthesiologist was saying, “Breathe deeply,” and the next I was in the recovery room. And in between, nothing, zip, nada.’


Oh, well, at least she was keeping him in bed until the cardiologist got there.


‘I told the nurse when she said you wanted to talk to me that I couldn’t have had a near-death experience because I wasn’t anywhere near death,’ he said. ‘When you do talk to people who have died, what do they say? Do they tell you they saw tunnels and lights and angels like they say on TV?’


‘Some of them,’ Joanna said.


‘Do you think they really did or that they just made it up?’


‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘That’s what I’m trying to find out.’


‘I’ll tell you what,’ he said. ‘If I ever do have a heart attack and have a near-death experience, you’ll be the first one I’ll call.’


‘I’d appreciate that,’ Joanna said.


‘In which case, I’ll need your phone number,’ he said, and grinned the wolfish grin again.


‘Well, well, well,’ the cardiologist said, coming in with Vielle. ‘What have we here?’


‘Not a heart attack,’ Greg said, trying to sit up. ‘I work out—’


‘Let’s find out what’s going on,’ the cardiologist said. He turned to Joanna. ‘Will you excuse us for a few minutes?’


‘Of course,’ Joanna said, gathering up her recorder. She went out into the ER. There was probably no reason to wait, Greg Menotti had said he hadn’t experienced anything, but sometimes, on closer questioning, subjects did remember something. And he was clearly in denial. To admit he’d had an NDE would be to admit he’d had a heart attack.


‘Why hasn’t he been taken to CICU?’ the cardiologist’s voice, clearly talking to Vielle, said.


‘You’re not taking me anywhere till Stephanie gets here,’ Greg said.


‘She’s on her way,’ Vielle said. ‘I got in touch with her. She’ll be here in just a few minutes.’


‘All right, let’s have a listen to this heart of yours and see what’s going on,’ the cardiologist said. ‘No, don’t sit up. Just stay there. All right …’


There was a minute or so of silence, while the cardiologist listened to his heart, and then instructions that Joanna couldn’t hear. ‘Yes, sir,’ Vielle said.


More murmured instructions. ‘I want to see Stephanie as soon as she gets here,’ Greg said.


‘She can see you upstairs,’ the cardiologist said. ‘We’re taking you up to CICU, Mr Menotti. It looks like you’ve had a myocardial infarction, and we need to—’


‘This is ridiculous,’ Greg said. ‘I’m fine. I got knocked out by a piece of ice, is all. I didn’t have a heart—’ and then, abruptly, silence.


‘Mr Menotti?’ Vielle said. ‘Greg?’


‘He’s coding,’ the cardiologist said. ‘Drop that bed and get a crash cart in here.’ The buzz of the code alarm went off, and people converged on the room, running. Joanna backed out of the way.


‘Start CPR,’ the cardiologist said, and something else Joanna couldn’t hear. The code alarm was still going, an intermittent ear-splitting buzz. Was it a buzzing or a ringing? Joanna thought irrelevantly. And then, wonderingly, that’s the sound they’re hearing before they go into the tunnel.


‘Get those paddles over here,’ the cardiologist said. ‘And turn off that damned alarm.’ The buzzing stopped. An IV pole clanked noisily. ‘Ready for defib, clear,’ the cardiologist said, and there was a different kind of buzz. ‘Again. Clear.’ A pause. ‘One amp epi.’


‘Too far away,’ Greg Menotti’s voice said, and Joanna let out her breath.


‘He’s back,’ someone said, and someone else, ‘Normal sinus rhythm.’


‘She’s too far away,’ Greg said. ‘She’ll never get here in time.’


‘Yes, she will,’ Vielle said. ‘Stephanie’s already on her way. She’ll be here in just a few minutes.’


There was another pause. Joanna strained to hear the reassuring beep of the monitor. ‘What’s the BP?’ the cardiologist said.


‘Fifty-eight,’ but it was Greg Menotti’s voice.


‘Eighty over sixty,’ another voice said.


‘No,’ Greg Menotti said angrily. ‘Fifty-eight. She’ll never get here in time.’


‘She was just a few blocks away,’ Vielle said. ‘She’s probably already pulling into the parking lot. Just hang on, Greg.’


‘Fifty-eight,’ Greg Menotti said, and a pretty blond in a blue parka came hurrying into the ER, the nurse’s aide who’d been in the room before right behind her, saying, ‘Ma’am? You need to wait in the waiting room. Ma’am, you can’t go in there.’


The blond pushed into the room. ‘Stephanie’s here, Greg,’ Joanna heard Vielle say. ‘I told you she’d get here.’


‘Greg, it’s me, Stephanie,’ the blond said tearfully. ‘I’m here.’


Silence.


‘Seventy over fifty,’ Vielle said.


‘I just left my cell phone in the car for a minute while I ran into the grocery store. I’m so sorry. I came as soon as I could.’


‘Sixty over forty and dropping.’


‘No,’ Greg said weakly. ‘Too far away for her to come.’ And then the steady flatline whine of the heart monitor.
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‘Over Forked River. Course Lakehurst.’


– Last wireless message of the Hindenburg





‘Are you sure you told her I was looking for her?’ Richard asked the charge nurse.


‘I’m positive, Dr Wright,’ she said. ‘I gave her your number when she was here this morning.’


‘And when was that?’


‘About an hour ago,’ she said. ‘She was interviewing a patient.’


‘And you don’t know where she went from here?’


‘No. I can give you her pager number.’


‘I have her pager number,’ Richard said. He had been trying her pager all morning and getting no response. ‘I don’t think she’s wearing it.’


‘Hospital regulations require all personnel to wear their pagers at all times,’ she said disapprovingly and reached for a prescription pad as if to record the infraction.


Well, yes, he thought, and if she had it on, it would make his life a lot easier, but it was a ridiculous rule – he turned his own pager off half the time. You were constantly being interrupted otherwise. And if he got Dr Lander in trouble, she’d hardly be inclined to work with him.


‘I’ll try her pager again,’ he said hastily. ‘You said she was interviewing a patient. Which patient?’


‘Mrs Davenport. In 314.’


‘Thank you,’ he said and went down the hall to 314. ‘Mrs Davenport?’ he said to a gray-haired woman in the bed. ‘I’m looking for Dr Lander, and—’


‘So am I,’ Mrs Davenport said peevishly. ‘I’ve been having her paged all afternoon.’


He was back to square one.


‘She told me I could have the nurse page her if I remembered anything else about my near-death experience,’ Mrs Davenport said, ‘and I’ve been sitting here remembering all sorts of things, but she hasn’t come.’


‘And she didn’t say where she was going after she interviewed you?’


‘No. Her pager went off when I was right in the middle, and she had to hurry off.’


Her pager went off. So, at that point, at least, she had had it turned on. And if she had hurried off, it must have meant another patient. Someone who’d coded and been revived? Where would that be? In CICU? ‘Thank you,’ he said and started for the door.


‘If you find her, tell her I’ve remembered I did have an out-of-body experience. It was like I was above the operating table, looking down. I could see the doctors and nurses working over me, and the doctor said, ‘It’s no use, she’s gone,’ and that’s when I heard the buzzing noise and went into the tunnel. I—’


‘I’ll tell her,’ Richard said, and went back out into the hall and down to the nurses’ station.


‘Mrs Davenport said Dr Lander was paged by someone while she was interviewing her,’ he said to the nurse. ‘Do you have a phone I can use? I need to call CICU.’


The nurse handed him a phone and turned pointedly away.


‘Can you give me the extension for CICU?’ he said. ‘I—’


‘It’s 4502,’ a cute blond nurse said, coming up to the nurses’ station. ‘Are you looking for Joanna Lander?’


‘Yes,’ he said gratefully. ‘Do you know where she is?’


‘No,’ she said, looking up at him through her lashes, ‘but I know where she might be. In Pediatrics. They called down earlier, looking for her.’


‘Thanks,’ he said, hanging up the phone. ‘Can you tell me how to get to Peds? I’m new here.’


‘I know,’ she said, smiling coyly. ‘You’re Dr Wright, right? I’m Tish.’


‘Tish, which floor is Peds on?’ he asked. ‘The elevators are that way, right?’


‘Yes, but Peds is in the west wing. The easiest way to get there is to go over to Endocrinology,’ she said, pointing in the other direction, ‘take the stairs up to fifth, and cross over—’ She stopped and smiled at him. ‘I’d better show you. It’s complicated.’


‘I’ve already found that out,’ he said. It had taken nearly half an hour and asking three different people to get from his office down to Medicine. ‘You can’t get there from here,’ a pink-smocked aide had said to him. He’d thought she was kidding. Now he knew better.


‘Eileen, I’m running up to Peds,’ Tish called to the charge nurse, and led him down the hall. ‘It’s because Mercy General used to be South General and Mercy Lutheran and a nursing school, and when they merged, they didn’t tear out anything. They just rigged it with all these walkways and connecting halls and stuff so it would work. Like doing a bypass or something.’ She opened a door marked ‘Hospital Personnel Only’ and started up the stairs. ‘These stairs go up to fourth, fifth, and sixth, but not seventh and eighth. If you want those floors, you have to go down that hall we were just in and use the service elevator. So how long have you been here?’


‘Six weeks,’ he said.


‘Six weeks?’ Tish said. ‘Then how come we haven’t met before? How come I haven’t seen you at Happy Hour?’


‘I haven’t been able to find it,’ he said. ‘I’m lucky to find my office.’


Tish laughed a tinkling laugh. ‘Everybody gets lost in Mercy General. The most anybody knows is how to get from the parking lot to the floor they work on and back,’ she said, going ahead of him up the stairs. So I can see her legs, he thought. ‘What kind of doctor are you?’ she asked.


‘A neurologist,’ he said. ‘I’m here conducting a research project.’


‘Really?’ she said eagerly. ‘Do you need an assistant?’


I need a partner, he thought.


Tish opened a door marked ‘5,’ and led him out into the hallway. ‘What kind of project is it?’ she asked. ‘I really want to transfer out of Medicine.’


He wondered if she’d be as eager to transfer after he told her what the project was about. ‘I’m investigating near-death experiences.’


‘You’re trying to prove there’s life after death?’ Tish asked.


‘No,’ he said grimly. ‘This is scientific research. I’m investigating the physical causes of near-death experiences.’


‘Really?’ she said. ‘What do you think causes them?’


‘That’s what I’m trying to find out,’ he said. ‘Temporal-lobe stimulation, for a start, and anoxia.’


‘Oh,’ she said, eager again. ‘When you said near-death experiences, I thought you meant like what Mr Mandrake does. You know, believing in life after death and stuff.’


So does everybody, Richard thought bitterly, which is why it’s so hard to get serious NDE research funded. Everyone thinks the field’s full of channelers and cranks, and they’re right. Mr Mandrake and his book, The Light at the End of the Tunnel, were prime examples. But what about Joanna Lander?


She had good credentials, an undergraduate degree from Emory and a doctorate in cognitive psychology from Stanford, but a degree, even a medical degree, wasn’t a guarantee of sanity. Look at Dr Seagal. And Arthur Conan Doyle. Doyle had been a doctor. He’d invented Sherlock Holmes, for God’s sake, the ultimate believer in science and the scientific method, and yet he’d believed in communicating with the dead and in fairies.


But Dr Lander had had articles in The Psychology Quarterly Review and Nature, and she had just the kind of experience in interviewing NDE subjects he needed.


‘What do you know about Dr Lander?’ he asked Tish.


‘Not very much,’ she said. ‘I’ve only been in Medicine for a month. She and Mr Mandrake come around sometimes to interview patients.’


‘Together?’ he asked sharply.


‘No, not usually. Usually he comes and then she comes later.’


To follow up? Or was she working independently? ‘Does Dr Lander believe in “life after death and stuff,” as you call it?’ he asked.


‘I don’t know. I’ve never talked to her except about whether a patient can have visitors. She’s sort of mousy,’ she said. ‘She wears glasses. I think your research sounds really interesting, so if you do need an assistant—’


‘I’ll keep you in mind,’ he said. They had reached the end of the hall.


‘I guess I’d better get back,’ she said regretfully. ‘You go down that hall,’ she pointed to the left, ‘and make a right. You’ll see the walkway. Go through it, take a right and then a left, and you’ll come to a bank of elevators. Take one down to fourth, turn right, and you’re there. You can’t get lost.’


‘Thanks,’ he said, hoping she was right.


‘Anytime,’ she said. She smiled up at him through her lashes. ‘Very nice meeting you, Dr Wright. If you want to go to Happy Hour, just call me, and I’ll be glad to show you the way.’


A right to the walkway, and then a right and a left, he thought, starting down the hall, determined to get to Peds before Dr Lander left. Because once she did, he’d never find her, not in this rabbit warren. There were so many wings and connecting walkways and corridors that they could be on the same floor and never run into each other. For all he knew, she’d spent the day searching for him, too, or wandering lost in stairwells and tunnels.


He took the elevator and turned right and yes, there was Peds. He could tell by the charge nurse, who was wearing a smock covered with clowns and bunches of balloons.


‘I’m looking for Dr Lander,’ he said to her.


The nurse shook her head. ‘We paged her earlier, but she hasn’t come up yet.’


Shit. ‘But she is coming?’


‘Uh-huh,’ a voice from down the hall piped, and a kid in a red plaid robe and bare feet appeared in the door of one of the rooms. The – boy? girl? he couldn’t tell – looked about nine. He? she? had cropped dark blond hair, and there was a hospital gown under the plaid robe. Boy. Girls wore pink Barbie nightgowns, didn’t they?


He decided not to risk guessing. ‘Hi,’ he said, walking over to the kid. ‘What’s your name?’


‘Maisie,’ she said. ‘Who are you?’


‘I’m Dr Wright,’ he said. ‘You know Dr Lander?’


Maisie nodded. ‘She’s coming to see me today.’


Good, Richard thought. I’ll stay right here till she does.


‘She comes to see me every time I’m in,’ Maisie said. ‘We’re both interested in disasters.’


‘Disasters?’


‘Like the Hindenburg,’ she said. ‘Did you know there was a dog? It didn’t die. It jumped out.’


‘Really?’ he said.


‘It’s in my book,’ she said. ‘Its name was Ulla.’


‘Maisie,’ a nurse – not the one who’d been at the desk – said. She came over to the door. ‘You’re not supposed to be out of bed.’


‘He asked me where Joanna was,’ Maisie said, pointing at Richard.


‘Joanna Lander?’ the nurse said. ‘She hasn’t been here today. And where are your slippers?’ she said to Maisie. ‘You. Into bed,’ she said, not unkindly. ‘Now.’


‘I can still talk to him, right, though, Nurse Barbara?’


‘For a little while,’ Barbara said, walking Maisie into the room and helping her into the bed. She put the side up. ‘I want you resting,’ she said.


‘Maybe I should—’ Richard began.


‘What’s an Alsatian?’ Maisie asked.


‘An Alsatian?’ Barbara said blankly.


‘That’s what Ulla was,’ Maisie said, but to Richard. ‘The dog on the Hindenburg.’


The nurse smiled at him, patted Maisie’s foot under the covers, and said, ‘Don’t get out of bed,’ and went out.


‘I think an Alsatian’s a German shepherd,’ Richard said.


‘I’ll bet it is,’ Maisie said, ‘because the Hindenburg was from Germany. It blew up while it was landing at Lakehurst. That’s in New Jersey. I have a picture,’ Maisie said, putting the side of the bed down and scrambling out and over to the closet. ‘It’s in my book.’ She reached in a pink duffel bag – there was Barbie, on the side of the duffel bag – and hauled out a book with a picture of Mount St Helens on the cover and the title Disasters of the Twentieth Century. ‘Can you carry it over to the bed? I’m not supposed to carry heavy stuff’


‘You bet,’ Richard said. He carried it over and laid it on the bed. Maisie opened it up, standing beside the bed. ‘A girl and two little boys got burned. The girl died,’ she said, short of breath. ‘Ulla didn’t die, though. See, here’s a picture.’


He leaned over the book, expecting to see a picture of the dog, but it was a photo of the Hindenburg, sinking in flames. ‘Joanna gave me this book,’ Maisie said, turning pages. ‘It’s got all kinds of disasters. See, this is the Johnstown flood.’


He obediently looked at a photo of houses smashed against a bridge. A tree stuck out of the upstairs window of one of them. ‘So, you and Dr Lander are good friends?’


She nodded, continuing to turn pages. ‘She came to talk to me when I coded,’ she said matter-of-factly, ‘and that’s when we found out we both liked disasters. She studies near-death experiences, you know.’


He nodded.


‘I went into V-fib. I have cardiomyopathy,’ she said casually. ‘Do you know what that is?’


Yes, he thought. A badly damaged heart, unable to pump properly, likely to go into ventricular fibrillation. That accounted for the breathlessness.


‘When I coded I heard this funny sound, and then I was in this tunnel,’ Maisie said. ‘Some people remember all kinds of stuff, like they saw Jesus and heaven, but I didn’t. I couldn’t see hardly anything because it was dark and all foggy in the tunnel. Mr Mandrake said there was a light at the end of the tunnel, but I didn’t see any light. Joanna says you should only say what you saw, not what anybody else says you should see.’


‘She’s right,’ Richard said. ‘Mr Mandrake interviewed you, too?’


‘Uh-huh,’ Maisie said, and rolled her eyes. ‘He asked me if I saw people waiting for me, and I said, “No,” because I couldn’t, and he said, “Try to remember.” Joanna says you shouldn’t do that because sometimes you make up things that didn’t really happen. But Mr Mandrake says, “Try to remember. There’s a light, isn’t there, dear?” I hate it when people call me “dear.” ’


‘Dr Lander doesn’t do that?’


‘No,’ she said, her emphaticness making her breathe harder. ‘She’s nice.’


Well, there was a reference for you. Dr Lander clearly wasn’t a researcher with a preset agenda. And she was obviously aware of the possibilities of post-NDE confabulation. And she had brought a book to a little girl, albeit a peculiar book for a child.


‘Look,’ Maisie said. ‘This is the Great Molasses Flood. It happened in 1919.’ She pointed to a grainy black-and-white photo of what looked like an oil slick. ‘These huge tanks full of molasses – that’s a kind of syrup,’ she confided.


Richard nodded.


‘These huge tanks broke and all the molasses poured out and drowned everybody. Twenty-one people. I don’t know if any of them were little kids. It would be kind of funny to drown in syrup, don’t you think?’ she asked, beginning to wheeze.


‘Didn’t the nurse say you were supposed to stay in bed?’ he said.


‘I will in just a minute. What’s your favorite disaster? Mine’s the Hindenburg,’ Maisie said, turning back to the photo of it, falling tail first, engulfed in flames. ‘This one crew guy was up on the balloon part when it blew up and everybody else fell, but he hung on to the metal things.’ She pointed to the metal framework visible among the flames.


‘Struts,’ Richard said.


‘His hands all burned off, but he didn’t let go. I need to tell Joanna about him when she comes.’


‘Did she say when she was coming?’ Richard asked.


She shrugged, bending over the picture, her nose practically touching it, as if she was looking for the hapless crewman amid the flames. Or the dog. ‘I don’t know if she knows I’m here yet. I told Nurse Barbara to page her. Sometimes she turns her pager off though, but she always comes to see me as soon as she finds out I’m here,’ Maisie said, ‘and I have lots more Hindenburg pictures to show you. See, here’s the captain. He died. Did you know—’


He interrupted her. ‘Maisie, I’ve got to go.’


‘Wait, you can’t go yet. I know she’ll be here pretty soon. She always comes just as soon as—’


Barbara poked her head in the door. ‘Dr Wright? There’s a message for you.’


‘See,’ Maisie said as if that proved something.


‘I thought I told you to get back in bed,’ Barbara said, and Maisie hastily climbed up into it. ‘Dr Wright, Tish Vanderbeck said to tell you that she’d gotten in touch with Dr Lander and asked her to come up to Medicine.’


‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Maisie, I’ve got to go meet Dr Lander. It was nice talking to you.’


‘Wait, you can’t go yet,’ Maisie said. ‘I haven’t told you about the girl and the little boys.’


She looked genuinely distressed, but he didn’t want to miss Dr Lander again. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘One quick story and then I have to go.’


‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Well, the people had to jump out because everything was on fire. The girl jumped, but the little boys were too scared to, and one of them, his hair caught on fire, so his mother threw him out. The crew guy was on fire, too, his hands, but he didn’t let go.’ She looked up innocently. ‘What do you think that would be like? Being on fire?’


‘I don’t know,’ Richard said, wondering if talking about such grisly things with such a sick little girl was a good idea. ‘Terrible, I’d think.’


Maisie nodded. ‘I think I’d let go. There was this other guy—’


Talk about letting go. ‘Maisie, I have to go find Dr Lander. I don’t want to miss her.’


‘Wait! When you see Dr Lander, tell her I have something to tell her. About near-death experiences. Tell her I’m in Room 456.’


‘I will,’ he said and started out.


‘It’s about the crew guy who was up inside the balloon part of the Hindenburg when it exploded. He—’


At this rate, he would be here all day. ‘I’ve got to go, Maisie,’ he said and didn’t wait for her to protest. He hurried back down the hall, turned left, and immediately got lost. He had to stop and ask an orderly how to get to the walkway.


‘You go back down this hall, turn right, and go clear to the end of the hall,’ the orderly said. ‘Where are you trying to get?’


‘Medicine,’ Richard said.


‘That’s in the main building. The fastest way is to go down this hall and turn left till you come to a door marked “Staff.” Through there there’s a stairway. It’ll take you down to second. You take the walkway and then cut through Radiology to the service elevator, and take it back up to third.’


Richard did, practically running down the last hallway, afraid Dr Lander would have come and gone. She wasn’t there yet. ‘Or at least I haven’t seen her,’ the charge nurse said. ‘She might be in with Mrs Davenport.’


He went down to Mrs Davenport’s room, but she wasn’t there. ‘I wish she’d get here,’ Mrs Davenport said. ‘I have so much to tell her and Mr Mandrake. While I was floating above my body, I heard the doctor say—’


‘Mr Mandrake?’ Richard said.


‘Maurice Mandrake,’ she said. ‘He wrote The Light at the End of the Tunnel. He’s going to be so excited that I’ve remembered—’


‘I thought Dr Lander was interviewing you.’


‘They both are. They work together, you know.’


‘They work together?’


‘Yes, I think so. They’ve both come in and interviewed me.’


That doesn’t mean they work together, Richard thought.


‘– although I have to say, she’s not nearly as nice as Mr Mandrake. He’s so interested in what you have to say.’


‘Did she tell you they worked together?’


‘Not exactly,’ she said, looking confused. ‘I assumed … Mr Mandrake’s writing a new book about messages from the Other Side.’


She didn’t know for certain that they worked together, but if that was even a possibility … Messages from the dead, for God’s sake.


‘Excuse me,’ he said abruptly and walked out of the room, straight into a tall, gray-haired man in a pin-striped suit. ‘Sorry,’ Richard said, and started past, but the man held his arm.


‘You’re Dr Wright, aren’t you?’ he said, gripping Richard’s hand in a confident handshake. ‘I was just on my way up to see you. I want to discuss your research.’


Richard wondered who this was. A fellow researcher? No, the suit was too expensive, the hair too slick. A hospital board member.


‘I intended to come see you after I saw Mrs Davenport, and here you are,’ he said. ‘I assume you’ve been in listening to her account of her NDE, or, as I prefer to call them, her NAE, near-afterlife experience, because that’s what they are. A glimpse of the afterlife that awaits us, a message from beyond the grave.’


Maurice Mandrake, Richard thought. Shit. He should have recognized him from his book jacket photos. And paid more attention to where he was going.


‘I’m delighted you’ve joined us here at Mercy General,’ Mandrake said, ‘and that science is finally acknowledging the existence of the afterlife. The science and medical establishments so often have closed minds when it comes to immortality. I’m delighted that you don’t. Now, what exactly does your research entail?’


‘I really can’t talk now. I have an appointment,’ Richard said, but Mandrake had no intention of letting him go.


‘The fact that people who have had near-death experiences consistently report seeing the same things proves that they are not mere hallucinations.’


‘Dr Wright?’ the charge nurse called from her desk. ‘Are you still looking for Dr Lander? We’ve located her.’


‘Jo?’ Mandrake said delightedly. ‘Is that who your appointment’s with? Lovely girl. She and I work together.’


Richard’s heart sank. ‘You work together?’


‘Oh, yes. We’ve worked closely on a number of cases.’


I should have known, Richard thought.


‘Of course, our emphasis is different,’ Mandrake said. ‘I am currently interested in the message aspect of the NAEs. And we have different interview methods,’ he, added, frowning slightly. ‘Were you supposed to meet Dr Lander here? She is often rather difficult to locate.’


‘Dr Lander’s not the person I have the appointment with,’ Richard said. He turned to the charge nurse. ‘No. I don’t need to see her.’


Mandrake grabbed his hand again. ‘Delighted to have met you, Dr Wright, and I’m looking forward to our working together.’


Over my dead body, Richard thought. And I won’t be sending you any messages from beyond the grave.


‘I must go see Mrs Davenport now,’ Mandrake said, as if Richard were the one who had detained him, and left him standing there.


He should have known better. NDE researchers might collect data and do statistical samplings, might publish papers in The Psychology Quarterly Review, might even make a good impression on children, but it was all a blind. They were really latter-day spiritualists using pseudoscientific trappings to lend credibility to what was really religion. He started down the hall to the elevators.


‘Dr Wright!’ Tish called after him.


He turned around.


Tish said, ‘Here she is,’ and turned to hurry after a young woman in a skirt and cardigan sweater walking toward the nurses’ station. ‘Dr Lander,’ she said as she caught up to her. ‘Dr Wright wants to talk to you.’


Dr Lander said, ‘Tell him I’m—’


‘He’s right here,’ Tish said, waving him over. ‘Dr Wright, I found her for you.’


Damn you, Tish, he thought, another minute and I would have been out of here. And now what am I supposed to tell Dr Lander I wanted her for?


He walked over. She was not, as Tish had said, mousy, although she did wear glasses, wire-rimmed ones that gave her face a piquant look. She had hazel eyes and brown hair that was pulled back with silver barrettes.


‘Dr Lander,’ he said. ‘I—’


‘Look, Dr Wright,’ she said, putting her hand up to stop him. ‘I’m sure you’ve had a fascinating near-death experience, but right now’s not the time. I’ve had a very bad day, and I’m not the person you want to talk to anyway. You need to see Maurice Mandrake. I can give you his pager number.’


‘He’s in with Mrs Davenport,’ Tish said helpfully.


‘There, Tish will show you where he is. I’m sure he’ll want to know all the details. Tish, take him in to Mr Mandrake.’ She started past him.


‘Don’t bother, Tish,’ he said, angered by her rudeness. ‘I’m not interested in talking to Dr Lander’s partner.’


‘Partner?’ Dr Lander wheeled to face him. ‘Who told you I was his partner? Did he tell you that? First he steals all my subjects and ruins them and now he’s telling people we work together! He has no right!’ She stamped her foot. ‘I do not work with Mr Mandrake!’


Richard grabbed her arm. ‘Wait. Whoa. Time out. I think we need to start over.’


‘Fine,’ she said. ‘I do not work with Maurice Mandrake. I am attempting to do legitimate scientific research on near-death experiences, but he is making it absolutely impossible—’


‘And I’ve been attempting to contact you to talk to you about your research,’ he said, extending his hand. ‘Richard Wright. I’m doing a project on the neurological causes of the near-death experience.’


‘Joanna Lander,’ she said, shaking his hand. ‘Look, I’m really sorry. I—’


He grinned. ‘You’ve had a bad day.’


‘Yes,’ she said, and he was surprised by the bleakness of the look she gave him.


‘You said this was a bad time to talk,’ he said hastily. ‘We don’t have to do it right now. We could set up a meeting tomorrow, if that would be better.’


She nodded. ‘Today just isn’t – one of my subjects—’ She recovered herself. ‘Tomorrow would be good. What time?’


‘Ten o’clock? Or we could meet for lunch. When is the cafeteria open?’


‘Hardly ever,’ she said, and smiled. ‘Ten is fine. Where?’


‘My lab’s up on six-east,’ he said. ‘602.’


‘Tomorrow at ten,’ she said, and started down the hall, but before she had gone five steps she had turned and begun walking back toward him.


‘What—’ he said.


‘Shh,’ she said, passing him. ‘Maurice Mandrake,’ she murmured, and pushed open a white door marked ‘Staff Only.’


He glanced back, saw a pin-striped suit coming around the corner, and ducked in the door after her. It was a stairway, leading down.


‘Sorry,’ she said, starting down the gray-painted cement stairs, ‘but I was afraid if I had to talk to him right then, I’d kill him.’


‘I know the feeling,’ Richard said, starting down the stairs after her. ‘I already had one encounter today.’


‘This’ll take us down to first,’ she said, already down to the landing, ‘and then to the main elevators.’ She stopped short, looking dismayed.


‘What is it?’ he said, coming down to where she was standing. A strip of yellow ‘Do Not Cross’ tape stretched across the stairway. Below it, the stairs gleamed with shiny, wet, pale blue paint.
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‘Oh, shit.’


– Last words on majority of flight recorders recovered after plane crashes





‘Maybe the paint’s dried,’ Dr Wright said, even though it was obviously still wet.


Joanna stooped and touched it. ‘Nope,’ she said, holding her finger up to show him the pale blue spot on the tip.


‘And there’s no other way out?’


‘Back the way we came,’ she said. ‘Did Mr Mandrake happen to tell you where he was going?’


‘Yes,’ Richard said. ‘In to see Mrs Davenport.’


‘Oh, no, he’ll be in there forever,’ she said. ‘Mrs Davenport’s life review is longer than most people’s lives. And it’s been three hours since I saw her last. She’s no doubt “remembered” all sorts of details in the meantime. And what she hasn’t, Mr Mandrake will manufacture.’


‘How did a nutcase like Mandrake get permission to do research in a reputable hospital like Mercy General anyway?’ he asked.


‘Money,’ she said. ‘He donated half the royalties of The Light at the End of the Tunnel to them. It’s sold over twenty-five million copies.’


‘Proving the adage that there’s one born every minute.’


‘And that people believe what they want to believe. Especially Esther Brightman.’


‘Who’s Esther Brightman?’


‘The widow of Harold Brightman of Brightman Industries and the oldest member of Mercy General’s board of trustees. And a devout disciple of Mandrake’s, I think because she might cross over to the Other Side at any moment. She’s donated even more money to Mercy General than Mandrake, and the entire Research Institute, and when she dies, they get the whole kit and caboodle. If she doesn’t change her will in the meantime.’


‘Which means allowing Mandrake to pollute the premises.’


She nodded. ‘And any other project connected with NDEs. Which is what I’m doing here.’


He frowned. ‘Isn’t Mrs Brightman afraid legitimate scientific research might undermine the idea of life after death?’


She shook her head. ‘She’s convinced that the evidence will prove the existence of the afterlife, and that I’ll come to see the light. I should be grateful to them. Most hospitals won’t touch NDE research with a ten-foot pole. I’m not, however. Grateful. Especially right now.’ She looked speculatively up at the door. ‘We might be able to sneak past him while Mrs Davenport’s telling him the riveting story of her third-grade spelling test.’ She tiptoed up the stairs and opened the door a silent crack.


Mr Mandrake was standing in the hall, talking to Tish. ‘Mrs Davenport and the others have been sent back as emissaries,’ he said, ‘to bring us word of what awaits us on the Other Side.’


Joanna eased the door shut carefully and went back down to where Dr Wright was standing. ‘He’s talking to Tish,’ she whispered, ‘telling her how NDEs are messages from the Other Side. And meanwhile, we’re trapped on This Side.’ She walked past him down to the landing. ‘I don’t know about you, but I can’t stand the thought of having to listen to his theories of life after death. Not today. So I think I’ll just wait here till he leaves.’


She went around the landing and sat down out of sight of the door above, her feet on the step above the yellow ‘Do Not Cross’ tape. ‘Don’t feel like you have to stay, Dr Wright. I’m sure you’ve got more important things—’


‘I’ve already been caught once today by Mandrake,’ he said. ‘And I wanted to talk to you, remember? About working with me on my project. This looks like an ideal place. No noise, no interruptions – but it’s not Dr Wright, not when we’re stuck in a half-painted stairwell together. I’m Richard.’ He extended his hand.


‘Joanna,’ she said, shaking it.


He sat down across the landing facing her. ‘Tell me about your bad day, Joanna.’


She leaned her head back against the wall. ‘A man died.’


‘Somebody you were close to?’


She shook her head. ‘I didn’t even know him. I was interviewing him in the ER … he …’ He was there one minute, she thought, and the next he was gone. And that wasn’t just a figure of speech, a euphemism for death like ‘passed away.’ It was how it had felt. Looking at him lying there in the ER, the monitor wailing, the cardiologist and nurses frantically working over him, it hadn’t felt like Greg Menotti had shut down or ceased to exist. It was as if he’d vanished.


‘He’d had an NDE?’ Richard asked.


‘No. I don’t know. He’d had a heart attack and coded in the ambulance, and he said he didn’t remember anything, but while the doctor was examining him, he coded again, and he said, “Too far for her to come.” ’ She looked up at Richard. ‘The nurses thought he was talking about his girlfriend, but he wasn’t, she was already there.’ And he was somewhere else, Joanna thought. Like Coma Carl. Somewhere too far for her to come.


‘How old was he?’ Richard asked.


‘Thirty-four.’


‘And probably no prior damage,’ he said angrily. ‘If he’d survived another five minutes, they could have gotten him up to surgery, done a bypass, and given him ten, twenty, even fifty more years.’ He leaned forward eagerly. ‘That’s why this research is so important. If we can figure out what happens in the brain when it’s dying, then we can devise strategies for preventing unnecessary deaths like the one that happened this afternoon. And I believe the NDE’s the key, that it’s a survival mechanism—’


‘Then you don’t agree with Noyes and Linden that the NDE’s a result of the human mind’s inability to comprehend its own death?’


‘No, and I don’t agree with Dr Roth’s theory that it’s psychological detachment from fear. There’s no evolutionary advantage to making dying easier or more pleasant. When the body’s injured, the brain initiates a series of survival strategies. It shuts down blood to every part of the body that can do without it, it increases respiration rate to produce more oxygen, it concentrates blood where it’s most needed—’


‘And you think the NDE is one of those strategies?’ Joanna asked.


He nodded. ‘Most patients who’ve had NDEs were revived by paddles or norepinephrine, but some began breathing again on their own.’


‘And you think the NDE was what revived them?’


‘I think the neurochemical events causing the NDE revived them, and the NDE is a side effect of those events. And a clue to what they are and how they work. And if I can find that out, that knowledge could eventually be used to revive patients who’ve coded. Are you familiar with the new RIPT scan?’


Joanna shook her head. ‘Is it similar to a PET scan?’


He nodded. ‘They both measure brain activity, but the RIPT scan is exponentially faster and more detailed. Plus, it uses chemical tracers, not radioactive ones, so the number of scans per subject doesn’t have to be limited. It simultaneously photographs the electrochemical activity in different subsections of the brain for a 3-D picture of neural activity in the working brain. Or the dying brain.’


‘You mean you could theoretically take a picture of an NDE?’


‘Not theoretically,’ Richard said. ‘I’ve—’


The door above them opened.


They both froze.


Above them a man’s voice said, ‘– very productive session. Mrs Davenport has remembered experiencing the Command to Return and the Life Review while she was dead.’


‘Oh, God,’ Joanna whispered, ‘It’s Mr Mandrake.’


Richard craned his neck carefully around the corner.


‘You’re right,’ he whispered back. ‘He’s holding the door partway open.’


‘Can he see us from there?’


He shook his head.


‘Then it’s true?’ a young woman’s voice said from the door.


‘That’s Tish,’ Joanna whispered.


Richard nodded, and they both sat there perfectly still, their heads turned toward the stairs and the door, listening alertly.


‘Your whole life really does flash before you when you die?’ Tish asked.


‘Yes, the events of your life are shown to you in a panorama of images called the Life Review,’ Mr Mandrake said. ‘The Angel of Light leads the soul in its examination of its life and of the meaning of those events. I’ve just been with Mrs Davenport. The Angel showed her the events of her life and said, “See and understand.” ’ Mandrake must have leaned against the door and opened it wider because his voice was suddenly louder. ‘See and understand we shall,’ he said. ‘Not only shall we understand our own lives but life itself, the vast ocean of understanding and love that shall be ours when we reach eternity.’


Richard looked at Joanna. ‘How long is he likely to go on like that?’ he whispered.


‘Eternally,’ she whispered back.


‘So you really believe there’s an afterlife?’ Tish asked.


Doesn’t she have any patients to attend to? Joanna thought, exasperated. But this was Tish, to whom flirting was as natural as breathing. She couldn’t help sending out spinnerets over any male, even Mr Mandrake. And Richard had obviously met her. Joanna wondered how he’d managed to get away.


‘I don’t think there’s an afterlife,’ Mr Mandrake said. ‘I know it. I have scientific evidence it exists.’


‘Really?’ Tish said.


‘I have eyewitnesses,’ he said. ‘My subjects report that the Other Side is a beautiful place, filled with golden light and the faces of loved ones.’


There was a pause. Maybe he’s leaving, Joanna thought hopefully.


The door opened still farther, and someone started down the stairs. Richard shot to his feet and was across the landing in an instant, pulling Joanna to her feet, pressing them both flat against the wall, his arm across her, holding her against the wall. They waited, not breathing.


The door clicked shut, and footsteps clattered down the cement stairs toward them. He’d be down to the landing in another minute, and how were they going to explain their huddling here like a couple of children playing hide-and-seek? Joanna looked questioningly at Richard. He put his finger to his lips. The footsteps came closer.


‘Mr Mandrake!’ Tish’s distant voice called, and they could hear the door open again. ‘Mr Mandrake! You can’t go down that way. It’s wet.’


‘Wet?’ Mr Mandrake said.


‘They’ve been painting all the stairwells.’


There was a pause. Richard’s arm tightened against Joanna, and then there was a sound of footsteps going back up.


‘Where were you going, Mr Mandrake?’ Tish asked.


‘Down to the ER.’


‘Oh, then, you need to go over to Orthopedics and take the elevator. Here, let me show you the way.’


Another long pause, and the door clicked shut.


Richard leaned past Joanna to look up the stairs. ‘He’s gone.’


He took his arm away and turned to face Joanna. ‘I was afraid he was going to insist on seeing for himself if the stairs were wet.’


‘Are you kidding?’ Joanna said. ‘He’s based his entire career on taking things on faith.’


Richard laughed and started up the stairs toward the door. ‘I wouldn’t do that if I were you,’ she said. ‘He’s still out there.’


Richard stopped and looked down at her questioningly. ‘He said he was going down to the ER.’


She shook her head. ‘Not while he’s got an audience.’


Richard opened the door cautiously and eased it shut again. ‘You’re right. He’s telling Tish how the Angel of Light explained the mysteries of the universe to Mrs Davenport.’


‘That’ll take a month,’ Joanna said. She slumped down resignedly on the step. ‘You’re a doctor. How long does it take for someone to starve to death?’


He looked surprised. ‘You’re hungry?’


She leaned her head back against the wall. ‘I had a Pop-Tart for breakfast. About a million years ago.’


‘You’re kidding,’ he said, rummaging in the pockets of his lab coat. ‘Would you like an energy bar?’


‘You have food?’ she said wonderingly.


‘The cafeteria’s always closed when I try to eat there. Is it ever open?’


‘No,’ Joanna said.


‘There don’t seem to be any restaurants around here either.’


‘There aren’t,’ Joanna said. ‘Taco Pierre’s is the closest, and it’s ten blocks away.’


‘Taco Pierre’s?’


She nodded. ‘Fast-food burritos and E. coli.’


‘Umm,’ he said. He pulled out an apple, polished it against his lapel, and held it out to her. ‘Apple?’


She took it gratefully. ‘First you save me from Mr Mandrake and then from starvation,’ she said, taking a bite out of the apple. ‘Whatever it is you want me to do, I’ll do it.’


‘Good,’ he said, reaching in his other pocket. ‘I want you to define the near-death experience for me.’


‘Define?’ she said around a mouthful of apple.


‘The sensations. What people experience when they have an NDE.’ He pulled out a foil-wrapped Nutri-Grain bar and handed it to her. ‘Do they all experience the same thing, or is it different for each individual?’


‘No,’ she said, trying to tear the energy-bar wrapper open. ‘There definitely seems to be a core experience, as Mr Mandrake calls it.’ She bit the paper, still trying to tear it. ‘Defining it’s another matter.’


Richard took the energy bar away from her, tore it open, and handed it back to her.


‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘The problem is Mr Mandrake’s book and all the near-death-experience stuff out there. They’ve told people what they should see, and sure enough, they all see it.’


He frowned. ‘Then you don’t think people actually see a tunnel and a light and a divine figure?’


She took a bite of energy bar. ‘I didn’t say that. NDEs didn’t start with Mr Mandrake or this current crop of books. There are accounts dating all the way back to ancient Greece. In Plato’s Republic, there’s an account of a soldier named Er who died and traveled through passageways leading to the realms of the afterlife, where he saw spirits and something approaching heaven. The eighth-century Tibetan Book of the Dead talks about leaving the body, being suspended in a foggy void, and entering a realm of light. And most of the core elements seem to go way back.’


She took another bite. ‘It’s not that people don’t see the tunnel and all the rest. It’s just that it’s so hard separating the wheat from the chaff. And there’s tons of chaff. People tend to use NDEs to get attention. Or to stump for their belief in the paranormal. Twenty-two percent of people who claim they’ve had NDEs also claim to be clairvoyant or telekinetic, or to have had past-life regressions like Bridey Murphy. Fourteen percent claim they’ve been abducted by aliens.’


‘So how do you separate the wheat from the chaff, as you call it?’


She shrugged. ‘You look for body language. I had a patient last month who said, “When I looked at the light, I understood the secret of the universe,” which, by the way, is a common comment, and when I asked her what it was, she said, “I promised Jesus I wouldn’t tell,” but as she said it, she put her hand out, as if reaching for something just out of her grasp,’ Joanna said, demonstrating. ‘And you look for experiences outside the standard imagery, for consistency. People tend to include many more specific details, some of them seemingly irrelevant, when they’re describing what they’ve actually experienced than when they’re describing what they think they should have seen.’


‘And what have they actually experienced?’ Richard asked.


‘Well, there’s definitely a sensation of darkness, and a sensation of light, usually in that order. There also seems to be a sound of some kind, though nobody seems to be able to describe it very well. Mr Mandrake says it’s a buzzing—’


‘– so all of his patients say it’s a buzzing,’ Richard said.


‘Yes, but even they don’t sound all that convinced,’ Joanna said, remembering the uncertainty in Mrs Davenport’s voice. ‘And my subjects are all over the map. It’s a click, it’s a roar, it’s a scraping sound, and it’s a shriek.’


‘But there definitely seems to be a sound?’


‘Oh, yes, eighty-eight percent of my patients mentioned it. Without prompting.’


‘What about the floating-above-your-body-on-the-operating-table?’ Richard asked, pulling a box of raisins out of his pocket.


‘Mr Mandrake claims sixty percent of his patients have an out-of-body experience, but only eleven percent of mine do. Seventy-five percent of mine mention feelings of peacefulness and warmth, and nearly fifty percent say they saw some kind of figure, usually religious, usually dressed in white, sometimes shining or radiating light.’


‘Mandrake’s Angel of Light,’ Richard said.


She held out her hand, and he tipped some raisins into her palm. ‘Mr Mandrake’s brainwashees see an Angel of Light and their dead relatives, waiting to greet them on the Other Side, but for everyone else, it seems to be religion-specific. Christians see angels or Jesus unless they’re Catholics, then they see the Virgin Mary. Hindus see Krishna or Vishnu, nonbelievers see relatives. Or Elvis.’ She ate a raisin. ‘That’s what I mean about chaff. People bring so many biases from their own background, it’s almost impossible to know what they actually saw.’


‘What about children?’ he asked. ‘Don’t they have fewer preconceived ideas?’


‘Yes,’ Joanna said, ‘but they’re also more apt to want to please the adult who’s interviewing them, as proved by the nursery-school-abuse cases of the eighties. Children can be manipulated to say anything.’


‘I don’t know,’ he said doubtfully. ‘I met a little girl today who didn’t look too influenceable. You know her. Maisie?’


‘You talked to Maisie Nellis?’ she said, and then frowned. ‘I didn’t know she was back in again.’


Richard nodded. ‘She told me to tell you she has something important to tell you. We had quite a chat about the Hindenburg.’


She smiled. ‘So that’s the disaster of the week?’


He nodded. ‘That and the Great Molasses Flood. Did you know that twenty-one people met a pancakelike death in 1919?’


‘How long were you there?’ she laughed. ‘No, let me guess. Maisie’s wonderful at thinking up excuses for why you have to stay just a little longer. She’s one of the world’s great stallers. And one of the world’s great kids.’


He nodded. ‘She told me she has cardiomyopathy and that she’d gone into V-fib.’


Joanna nodded. ‘Viral endocarditis. They can’t get her stabilized, and she keeps having reactions to the antiarrhythmia drugs. She’s a walking disaster.’


‘Hence the interest in the Hindenburg,’ he said.


She nodded. ‘I think it’s a way of indirectly addressing her fears. Her mother won’t let her talk about them directly, won’t even acknowledge the possibility that Maisie might die,’ she said. ‘But more than that, I think Maisie’s trying to make sense of her own situation by reading about other people who’ve had sudden, unaccountable, disastrous things happen to them.’ She ate another raisin. ‘Plus, children are always fascinated by death. When I was Maisie’s age, my favorite song was ‘Poor Babes in the Wood,’ about two children ‘stolen away one bright summer’s day’ and left in the woods to die. My grandmother used to sing it to me, to my mother’s horror. The elderly are fascinated by death, too.’


‘Did they?’ Richard asked curiously. ‘Die? The babes in the wood?’


She nodded. ‘After wandering around in the dark for several stanzas. “The moon did not shine and the stars gave no light,” ’ she recited. ‘ “They wept and they sighed, and bitterly cried, and the poor little children, they lay down and died.” After which the birds covered them with strawberry leaves.’ She sighed nostalgically. ‘I loved that song. I think because it had children in it. Most of Maisie’s disasters involve children. Or dogs.’


Richard nodded. ‘There was a dog on the Hindenburg. Named Ulla. It survived the crash.’


She wasn’t listening. ‘Did she say what she wanted to talk to me about?’


‘Near-death experiences.’


‘Oh, dear, I hope she didn’t go into V-fib and code again.’


‘I don’t think so. She was up and around. The nurse had a hard time keeping her in bed.’


‘I should go see her,’ Joanna said, looking up the stairs.


She crept up them and opened the door a crack. ‘… an Angel of Light, with golden light radiating from him like sparkling diamonds,’ Mr Mandrake was saying.


She eased the door shut. ‘Still there.’


‘Good,’ Richard said, ‘because I haven’t had a chance to convince you to come work with me on my project yet, and you haven’t finished telling me what people experience during an NDE. And we haven’t had dessert yet.’ He reached in his lab coat pocket and pulled out a package of peanut M&M’s.


She shook her head. ‘No, thanks. They’d just make me thirsty.’


‘Oh, in that case,’ he said. He reached in his right pocket. ‘Mocha Frappuccino,’ he said, pulling out a bottle and setting it on the step, and then pulling out another. ‘Or …’ he read the label, ‘mandarin green tea with ginseng.’


‘You’re amazing,’ Joanna said, taking the Frappuccino. ‘What else do you have in there? Champagne? Lobster thermidor? All I’ve got in my pockets is a postcard and my tape recorder and …’ she fumbled in her cardigan pockets, ‘… my pager – oops, which I’d better turn off. I don’t want it going off and giving away our position to Mr Mandrake,’ she switched it off, ‘and three used Kleenexes.’ She opened the Frappuccino. ‘You wouldn’t have a straw, would you?’


He pulled a paper-wrapped one out of his pocket. ‘You said there’s a sensation of darkness,’ he said, handing it to her. ‘Not a tunnel?’


She unwrapped the straw. ‘The majority of them call it a tunnel, but that isn’t what they describe. For some it seems to be a spinning vortex, for others a passage or hallway or narrow room. Several of my subjects have described darkness collapsing in around them.’


Richard nodded. ‘The visual cortex shutting down.’ He jerked a thumb up toward the door. ‘What about the life review?’


‘Only about a quarter of my subjects describe having one,’ Joanna said, sipping her Frappuccino, ‘but the flashing of your life before your eyes is a well-documented phenomenon in accidents. Mr Mandrake says the NDE, or near-afterlife experience, as he prefers to call it –’


‘He told me,’ Richard said, grimacing.


‘– has ten core elements: out-of-body experience, sound, tunnel, light, dead relatives, Angel of Light, a feeling of peace and love, a life review, the bestowing of universal knowledge, and a command to return. Most of my subjects experience three or four of the elements, usually the sound, the tunnel, the light, and a sense that people or angels are present, though when they’re questioned, they have trouble describing them.’


‘That sounds like temporal-lobe stimulation,’ he said. ‘It can cause a feeling of being in a holy presence without any accompanying visual image. It can also cause flashbacks and assorted sounds, including voices, but so can carbon dioxide buildup, and certain endorphins. That’s part of the problem – there are several physical processes that could cause the phenomena described in an NDE.’


‘And Mr Mandrake will claim that the effects produced in the laboratory aren’t the same as the ones the NDEer is experiencing. In his book Mr Mandrake says the lights and tunnel vision produced during anoxia experiments are completely unlike the ones his patients describe.’


‘And without an objective standard, there’s no way to disprove that,’ Richard said. ‘NDE accounts are not only subjective, they’re hearsay.’


‘And vague,’ Joanna said. ‘So your project is hoping to develop an objective standard?’


‘No,’ he said. ‘I’ve got one. Three years ago I was using the RIPT scan to map brain activity. You ask the subject to count to five, what his favorite color is, what roses smell like, and locate the areas of synaptical activity. And in the middle of the experiment, one of the subjects coded.’


‘Because of the scan?’


‘No. The scan itself’s no more dangerous than a CAT scan. Less, because there’s no radiation involved. It was a massive coronary. Completely unrelated.’


‘Did he die?’ Joanna asked, thinking of Greg Menotti.


‘Nope. The crash cart team revived him, he had a bypass, and he was fine.’


‘And he’d had an NDE?’


Richard nodded. ‘And we had a picture of it.’ He reached in his lab coat pocket and pulled out an accordion-folded strip of paper. ‘It was three minutes before the crash cart could get there. The RIPT scan was running the entire time.’


He shifted so he was sitting next to her and unfolded the long strip of pictures. They showed the same black cross-section of the brain she’d seen in PET scan photos, with areas colored in blue and green and red, but in sharper detail than she’d seen in the PET scan photos, and with rows and rows of coded data along either side.


‘Red indicates the greatest level of activity and blue the lowest,’ Richard said. He pointed to an orangish-red area on the pictures. ‘This is the temporal lobe,’ he said, ‘and this,’ pointing to a smaller splash of red, ‘is the hippocampus.’ He handed her the strip. ‘You’re looking at an NDE.’


Joanna stared at the splotches of orange and yellow and green in fascination. ‘So it is a real thing.’


‘That depends on what you mean by real,’ he said. ‘See this area where there’s no activity? That’s the visual cortex, and this and this are sensory areas, where outside information is processed. The brain isn’t getting any data from outside. The only stimuli are coming from deep inside the brain, which is bad news for Mandrake’s theory. If the patient were actually seeing a bright light or an angel, the visual cortex here and here,’ he pointed, ‘would be activated.’


Joanna stared at the dark blue areas. ‘What did he see?’ she asked. ‘The man who coded.’


‘Mr O’Reirdon,’ Richard said. ‘A tunnel, a light, and several scenes from his childhood, all in succession.’


‘The life review,’ Joanna murmured.


‘My guess is that those images are what account for the activation here,’ he said, pointing at yellow-green spots in a succession of the pictures. ‘These are random firing of long-term-memory synapses.’


‘Did he see a shining figure in white?’ Joanna asked.


He shook his head. ‘He felt a holy presence that told him to come back, and then he was on the table.’


He indicated a picture near the end of the strip. ‘This is where he came out of the NDE state. You can see the radically different pattern. Activity drops off sharply in the temporal lobe and increases in the visual and auditory cortexes.’


Joanna wasn’t listening. She was thinking, they always talk about going and coming back, as if it were a real place. NDEers all talked about it that way. They said, ‘I came back to the ambulance then,’ or, ‘I went through the tunnel,’ or, ‘The whole time I was there, I felt so peaceful and safe.’ And Greg Menotti had said, ‘Too far away for her to come,’ as if he were no longer in the ER but had gone somewhere else. Far. ‘That far country from whose bourne no traveller returns,’ Shakespeare had called death.


‘The greatest level of activity is here,’ Richard was saying, ‘next to the Sylvian fissure in the anterior temporal lobe, which indicates the cause may be temporal-lobe stimulation. Temporal-lobe epileptics report voices, a divine presence, euphoria, and auras.’


‘A number of my subjects describe auras surrounding the figures in white,’ Joanna said, ‘and light radiating from them. Several of them, when they talked about the light, spread their hands out as if to indicate rays.’ She demonstrated.


‘This is exactly the kind of information I need,’ Richard said. ‘I want you to come work with me on this project.’


‘But I don’t know how to read RIPT scans.’


‘You don’t have to. That’s my department. I need you to tell me exactly the kind of thing you’ve been telling me—’


The door banged open, and a nurse clattered down the steps. Joanna and Richard both made a dive for the landing, but it was too late. She’d already seen them.


‘Oh,’ the nurse said, looking surprised and then interested. ‘I didn’t know anything was going on in here.’ She gave Richard a winsome smile.


‘You can’t get through this way,’ Joanna said. ‘They painted the steps.’


She arched a speculative eyebrow. ‘And you two are waiting for them to dry?’


‘Yes,’ Richard said.


‘Is Mr Mandrake still up there?’ Joanna asked. ‘In the hall?’


‘No,’ she said, still smiling at Richard.


‘Are you sure?’ Joanna asked.


‘The only thing in the hall is the supper cart.’


‘Supper cart?’ Joanna said. ‘Good Lord, how late is it?’ She glanced at her watch. ‘Oh, my gosh, it’s after six.’


The eyebrow again. ‘Lost all track of time, did you? Well, have fun,’ she said, and waved at Richard. She clattered up the stairs and out.


‘I had no idea it was this late,’ Joanna said, wadding up the energy-bar wrapper and sticking it in her pocket. She stood, gathering up the Frappuccino bottle and the apple core.


Richard ran up two stairs and turned, blocking her way. ‘You can’t go yet. You haven’t agreed to work with me on the project.’


‘But I already interview everyone who comes into the hospital,’ Joanna said. ‘I’d be glad to share my transcripts with you—’


‘I’m not talking about those people. I want you to interview my volunteers. You’re an expert at, as you said, separating the wheat from the chaff. That’s what I want you to do: interview my subjects, separate out their actual experiences so I can see how it relates to their RIPT scan maps.’


‘Their RIPT scan maps?’ Joanna said, bewildered. ‘I don’t understand. Very few people code in the hospital, and even if they do, you’d only have four to six minutes to get your scanner down to the ER, and—’


‘No, no,’ he said. ‘You don’t understand. I’m not observing NDEs. I’m manufacturing them.’
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‘I beg your pardon, monsieur. I did not mean to do it.’


– MARIE ANTOINETTE, after she had accidentally stepped on the executioner’s foot while mounting to the guillotine





‘You manufacture NDEs? You mean, like in Flatliners?’ Joanna blurted out, and then thought, you shouldn’t have said that. You’re alone in a stairwell with him, and he’s clearly a nutcase.


‘Flatliners?’ Richard said, horrified. ‘You mean that movie where they stopped people’s hearts and then revived them before they were brain dead? Of course not. Manufacturing’s the wrong word. I should have said simulating.’


‘Simulating,’ Joanna said, still wary.


‘Yes, using a psychoactive drug called dithetamine. Wait, let me start at the beginning. Mr O’Reirdon coded, and we got his NDE on tape, so to speak, but, as you can imagine, I wasn’t eager to publish that fact. Mr Mandrake’s book had just come out, he was on all the talk shows claiming the afterlife was real, and I could just imagine what would happen if I showed up with photographic proof.’ He moved his spread hand through the air, as if displaying a headline: ‘ “Scientist Says Near-Death Experience Real.” ’


‘No, no,’ Joanna said, ‘ “Scientist Takes Photo of Heaven,” with an obviously faked picture of the pearly gates superimposed on a diagram of the brain.’


‘Exactly,’ Richard said, ‘and besides, it didn’t have anything to do with the mapping project I was working on. So I documented the scans and Mr O’Reirdon’s NDE account and stuck them in a drawer. Then, two years later, I was reading about a study showing the effects of psychoactive drugs on temporal-lobe activity. There was a photo of a PET scan of a patient on dithetamine, and I thought, that looks familiar, and got out Mr O’Reirdon’s scans. They showed the same pattern.’


‘Dithetamine?’ Joanna said.


‘It’s a drug similar to PCP,’ Richard said, fumbling in his lab coat pockets, and Joanna wondered if he was going to come up with a vial full of the drug. He pulled out a roll of spearmint Life Savers. ‘After-dinner mint?’ he said, offering Joanna the roll. She took one.


‘It doesn’t produce PCP’s psychotic side effects,’ Richard said, peeling back the paper covering the Life Savers, ‘or its high, but it does cause hallucinations, and when I called the doctor who conducted the study and asked him to describe them, he said his subjects reported floating above their bodies and then entering a dark tunnel with a light at the end of it and a radiant being standing in the light. And I knew I was on to something.’


To be able to find out what happened after death was something people had always been fascinated with, as witness the popularity of spiritualism and Mr Mandrake’s books. Nobody’d ever figured out a scientific way to do it, though, unless you counted Harry Houdini, whose attempt to communicate with his wife from beyond the grave had failed, and Lavoisier.


Sentenced to die on the guillotine, the great French chemist had proposed an experiment to prove or disprove the hypothesis that the beheaded retained consciousness after death. Lavoisier had said he would blink his eyes for as long as he retained consciousness, and he had. He had blinked twelve times.


But it might have been nothing more than a reflex action, like that of chickens running around with their heads cut off, and there had been no way to verify what had happened. Until now. ‘So your project involves giving patients dithetamine and putting them under a RIPT scan,’ Joanna said. ‘And then interviewing them?’


‘Yes, and they’re reporting tunnels and lights and angels, all right, but I don’t know if they’re the same kind of phenomena NDEers experience, or if it’s a totally different type of hallucination.’


‘And that’s what you’d want me for,’ Joanna asked, ‘to interview your subjects and tell you if I thought their accounts matched those of people who’d had an NDE?’


Richard nodded. ‘And I’d want you to obtain a detailed account of what they’ve experienced. Their subjective experience is an indicator of which brain areas are being stimulated and which neurotransmitters are involved. I really need your NDE interviewing expertise on the project,’ Richard said. ‘The accounts I’ve been able to get from my subjects haven’t been very enlightening.’


‘Then they must be NDEs,’ Joanna said. ‘Unless Mr Mandrake’s been telling them what to say, NDEers are notoriously vague, and if you try to press them for details, you run the risk of influencing their testimony.’


‘Exactly,’ Richard said, ‘which is why I need you. You know how to ask questions that aren’t leading, and you have experience with NDEs. Except for the core elements, I have no way of knowing how the dithetamine hallucinations compare to real NDEs. And I think it would be useful to you, too,’ he said earnestly. ‘You’d have the opportunity to interview subjects in a controlled environment.’


And without worrying about Mr Mandrake getting to them first, she thought.


‘So what do you say?’ Richard asked.


‘I don’t know,’ Joanna said, rubbing her temple tiredly. ‘It sounds wonderful but I’ll have to think about it.’


‘Sure. Of course,’ he said. ‘It’s a lot to lay on you all at once, and I know you’ve had a hard day.’


Yes, she thought, and saw Greg Menotti’s body lying there on the examining table, pale and cold. And uninhabited. Gone. ‘You don’t have to decide now,’ Richard was saying. ‘You’ll want to see the setup, read my grant proposal. You don’t have to make a decision tonight.’


‘Good,’ Joanna said, suddenly worn out. ‘Because I don’t think I can.’ She stood up. ‘You’re right, it has been a hard day, and I’ve still got some interviews to transcribe before I go home. And I’ve got to go see Maisie—’


‘I understand,’ he said. ‘You think about it tonight, and tomorrow I’ll show you the setup. Okay?’


‘Okay. Ten o’clock,’ she said, and started up the stairs. ‘And thank you for dinner. Your lab coat’s the best restaurant around.’


She went cautiously to the top of the stairs, opened the door a crack, and peered out. The hall was empty. ‘The coast is clear,’ she said, and they went out into the hall.


‘I’ll see you at ten o’clock,’ he said and smiled at her. ‘Or call me if you have any questions.’ He pulled a business card out of his lab coat pocket. He’s like one of those clowns, she thought, who keep pulling handkerchiefs and bicycle horns and rabbits out of their pockets.


‘I think we’d make a great team,’ he said.


‘I want to think about it,’ she said. ‘I’ll let you know tomorrow.’


He nodded. ‘I really want you to work with me. I think we could accomplish great things.’ He started down the hall and then turned back, looking bewildered. ‘How do I get back to my office?’


She laughed. ‘Elevator up to seventh, go across the walkway, and take the stairs outside Magnetic Imaging back down to sixth.’


He grinned. ‘You see? I can’t do without you. You’ve got to say you’ll do the project.’


She shook her head, smiling, and turned to go over to the west wing to see Maisie. And ran straight into Maurice Mandrake.


‘I couldn’t get you through your pager,’ he said sternly. ‘I assumed you were interviewing a patient. Is that where you’re going now?’


‘No,’ Joanna said, continuing to walk.


‘I heard someone who’d coded was brought into the ER this afternoon,’ he said. ‘Where is he?’


That’s the question, Joanna thought. Where is he? ‘He died,’ she said.


‘Died?’


‘Yes. Right after they brought him in.’


‘Pity,’ Mr Mandrake said. ‘Heart attack victims have the most detailed NDEs. Where are you going now?’


He must think she had another NDEer stashed somewhere. ‘Home,’ she said and walked determinedly away from him.


He caught up with her. ‘I spoke with Mrs Davenport this afternoon. She’s remembered a number of additional details about her NDE. She remembers a golden staircase, and at the top of it, two angels with shining white wings.’


‘Really?’ Joanna said, continuing to walk. There was a staff elevator at the end of the hall if she could just get away from him for a moment, which didn’t seem likely.


‘Standing between the angels was her uncle Alvin, wearing his white naval uniform,’ Mr Mandrake said, ‘which proves that the experience was real. Mrs Davenport had no way of knowing what he was wearing when he was killed at Guadalcanal.’


Except for family snapshots and every World War II movie ever made, Joanna thought, wondering whether Mr Mandrake intended to follow her all the way to wherever she was going. Apparently he was, which meant she didn’t dare go see Maisie. Maisie could hold her own against Mr Mandrake, but he didn’t know she was back in the hospital, and Joanna wanted to keep it that way.


‘I’m anxious to tell Dr Wright about Mrs Davenport’s experience,’ he said. ‘One of the nurses told me he is attempting to reproduce the NAE in the laboratory, which is, of course, impossible. Any number of researchers have tried, using sensory deprivation and drugs and sonic vibrations, but none of them have been able to reproduce the NAE because it is spiritual, not physical.’


Joanna looked down the hall at two women coming their way, hoping it was someone she knew, but they were clearly visitors. One of them was carrying a bouquet of tulips.


‘The NAE cannot be explained by anoxia, endorphins, or randomly firing synapses, as I proved in my book, The Light at the End of the Tunnel,’ Mr Mandrake said as they passed the visitors. ‘The only explanation is that they have actually been to the Other Side. In my new book, I explore the many messages that—’


‘Excuse me,’ a voice from behind them said. It was the woman with the tulips. ‘I couldn’t help overhearing. You’re Maurice Mandrake, aren’t you? I just wanted to tell you—’


Joanna didn’t hesitate. She said, ‘I’ll leave you two,’ and darted around the corner to the stairs.


‘I’ve read your book, and it gave me so much hope,’ she heard the woman say as she opened the door. She darted down to second, sprinted through Radiology across the walkway to the west wing, and up the stairs to the fourth floor.


Maisie wasn’t there. She must have been taken down for tests, Joanna thought, peeking in 456. The bed was unmade, the sheets pushed back where Maisie had gotten out of them. The TV was on, and on the screen an assortment of orphans was dancing up and down stairs. Annie.


Joanna started down to the nurses’ station to find out when she’d be back, and then saw Maisie’s mother coming down the hall, smiling. ‘Were you looking for Maisie, Dr Lander?’ she asked. ‘She’s down having an echocardiogram.’


‘I just dropped by to see her, Mrs Nellis,’ Joanna said. ‘Would you tell her I’ll come see her tomorrow?’


‘I don’t know if she’ll be here tomorrow,’ Mrs Nellis said. ‘She’s just in for follow-up tests. Dr Murrow will probably let her go home as soon as they’re finished.’


‘Oh?’ Joanna said. ‘How’s she doing?’


‘Really well,’ Mrs Nellis said enthusiastically. ‘This new antiarrhythmia drug’s working wonderfully, much better than the one she was on before. I’ve seen enormous improvement. I think she may even be able to start back to school soon.’


‘That’s wonderful,’ Joanna said. ‘I’ll miss her, but I’m glad she’s doing so well. Tell her I’ll come by and see her early tomorrow morning before she goes home.’


‘I will,’ Mrs Nellis said. She looked at her watch. ‘I’d better get going. I need to go pick up something to eat, and I want to be here when Maisie gets back.’ She hurried off toward the elevators.


I hope she’s not counting on the cafeteria, Joanna thought, and started toward the stairs.


‘Don’t leave!’ a voice shouted. She turned. It was Maisie, gesturing wildly from a wheelchair being pushed by a nurse. Joanna walked over to them.


‘See?’ Maisie was saying triumphantly to the nurse. ‘I told you she always comes to see me as soon as she knows I’m here.’ She turned to Joanna. ‘Did Dr Wright tell you I had something to talk to you about?’


‘Yes,’ Joanna said, and to the nurse, ‘I can take her back to her room.’ The nurse shook her head. ‘I’ve got to hook her up to the monitors, and see that she gets in bed and rests,’ she said mock-fiercely to Maisie.


‘I will,’ Maisie said, ‘only I’ve got to tell Joanna something first. About NDEs. I was reading this book about the Hindenburg,’ she told Joanna as she was pushed to her room. ‘It’s really neat. Did you know they had a piano? Up in a balloon?’


The nurse pushed the wheelchair into the room and over next to the bed. ‘It was an aluminum piano, but still!’ Maisie said, bounding out of the wheelchair before the nurse could get the footrests flipped up. She dug in the drawer of the stand next to her bed. ‘I bet it fell on somebody when the Hindenburg blew up.’


I’ll bet it did, Joanna thought.


‘Maisie,’ the nurse said, holding the monitor wires and the tube of gel to attach the electrodes.


‘Why don’t you get into bed?’ Joanna suggested, ‘and I’ll look for the book.’


‘Not the book,’ Maisie said, still digging. ‘The paper. The piano weighed 397 pounds.’


‘Maisie,’ the nurse said firmly.


‘Did you know there was a reporter there?’ she said, matter-of-factly yanking her hospital gown up so the nurse could attach electrodes to her flat little-girl chest. ‘He reported the whole thing. “Oh, this is terrible!” Ow! That’s cold! “Oh, the humanity.” ’


She chattered on while the nurse checked the monitor, adjusted dials, and checked the readouts. It had nothing to do with NDEs, but Joanna hadn’t really expected it to. Maisie had spent the better part of three years in hospitals – she knew exactly how to distract nurses, put off unpleasant procedures, and, above all, get people to stay and keep her company.


‘All right, now don’t get out of bed,’ the nurse ordered. ‘See that she rests,’ she said to Joanna and went out.


‘You heard what she said,’ Joanna said, standing up. ‘How about if I come see you tomorrow morning?’


‘No,’ Maisie said. ‘You can’t go yet. I haven’t told you about the NDE thing yet. You know how I didn’t see anything that time I almost died, and Mr Mandrake said I did, that everybody sees a tunnel and an angel. Well, they don’t. This guy, he worked on the Hindenburg, and he was up inside the balloon part when it blew up, and everybody else fell off, but he didn’t. He hung on to the metal struts and it was really hot. His hands got all burned into these black claws,’ she demonstrated, ‘and he wanted to let go, but he didn’t. He squinched his eyes shut’ – she demonstrated – ‘and he saw all these different things.’


She unfolded the paper and handed it to Joanna. It was a Xerox of a page out of a book. ‘I don’t know if it was a real near-death experience or not because, if he was dead, he would have let go, wouldn’t he? But he saw stuff like in one. Snow and a train and a whale flipping its tail up out of the ocean.’


She leaned forward, careful not to unhook her electrodes, and handed the folded paper to Joanna. ‘I like the part the best when he’s in the birdcage and he has to hang on with his feet like on a trapeze so he won’t fall into the fire.’


Joanna unfolded the paper and read the account of what the crewman had seen: glittering white fields and the whale Maisie had described and then the sensation of a train going by. He had been surprised that it didn’t stop, he had decided it must be an express, but that couldn’t be right. There was no express to Bregenz.


Joanna looked up. ‘I think you’re right, Maisie,’ she said. ‘I think this was a near-death vision.’


‘I know,’ Maisie said. ‘I figured it was when I read about him seeing the snow, because it’s white like the light everybody says they see. Did you get to the part where the snow turns into flowers?’


‘No,’ Joanna said and began reading again. He had seen his grandmother, sitting by the fire, and then himself as a bird in a cage being thrown into it, and then the white fields again, but not of snow, of apple blossoms in fields stretching beneath him in endless heavenly meadows.


‘Well, what do you think?’ Maisie said impatiently.


I wish he were one of my interview subjects, Joanna thought. His account was full of details and, except for the mention of the heavenly meadows, devoid of the standard religious imagery and tunnels and brilliantly white lights. The kind of NDE account she dreamed of and hardly ever got.


‘I think he was brave to keep hanging on, don’t you?’ Maisie said. ‘With his hands hurting so bad and everything.’


‘Yes,’ Joanna said. ‘Can I keep this?’


‘That’s what I made Nurse Barbara copy it for, so you could use it in your research.’


‘Thank you,’ Joanna said, and folded the paper up again.


‘I don’t think I could’ve,’ Maisie said thoughtfully. ‘I think I would’ve probably let go.’


Joanna stopped in the act of sticking the paper in her pocket. ‘I’ll bet you would’ve hung on,’ she said.


Maisie looked seriously at her for a long minute, and then said, ‘Did I help you with your research?’


‘You did,’ Joanna said. ‘You can be my research assistant anytime.’


‘I’m going to look for other ones,’ she said. ‘I’ll bet lots of people in disasters had them, like during earthquakes and stuff.’


I’ll bet they did, Joanna thought.


‘I’ll bet the people at Mount St Helens really had them.’ She shoved the covers back and started to get out of bed.


‘Not so fast,’ Joanna said. ‘You’re all hooked up. You can only be my research assistant if you do what the nurses tell you. I mean it. You’re supposed to be resting.’


‘I was just getting my earthquake book,’ Maisie said. ‘It’s on the windowsill. I can rest and read at the same time.’


I’ll bet, Joanna thought, getting the book for her. ‘You can read for fifteen minutes, that’s it.’


‘I promise,’ Maisie said, already opening the book. ‘I’ll page you when I find some more.’


Joanna nodded. ‘I’ll see you later, kiddo,’ she said, giving Maisie’s foot under the covers a squeeze, and started for the door.


‘Don’t leave!’ Maisie said, and when Joanna turned around, ‘I have to show you this picture of the piano.’


‘Okay. One picture,’ Joanna said, ‘and then I have to go.’


Three pictures of the piano and the smoking skeleton-like wreck of the Hindenburg later she finally succeeded in getting away from Maisie and back to her office. And at some point along the way, her second wind deserted her, and she felt utterly exhausted.


Too exhausted to water her Swedish ivy or listen to her voice messages, even though her answering machine was blinking in the double-time that meant it was full. She laid her turned-off pager on the desk, got her coat and gloves, and locked the office behind her.


‘Oh, good, you haven’t left yet,’ Vielle said. Joanna turned around. Vielle was coming down the hall toward her, still in her dark blue scrubs and surgical cap.


‘What are you doing up here?’ Joanna asked. ‘Please tell me it’s not another NDE.’


‘No, all quiet on the western front,’ she said, pulling her surgical cap off and shaking out the tangle of narrow black braids. ‘I came up to see if Dr Right ever found you, and to ask you what movies you wanted me to rent for Dish Night Thursday.’


Dish Night was their weekly movie rental night. ‘I don’t know,’ Joanna said wearily. ‘Nothing with dying in it.’


‘I know,’ Vielle said. ‘I never got a chance to talk to you after – we worked on him for another twenty minutes, but it was no use. He was gone.’


Gone, Joanna thought. NDEers weren’t the only ones who talked about going and coming back in regard to dying. Doctors and nurses did, too. The patient passed away. He passed over. He left a wife and two children. He passed on. Joanna’s mother had told people her father ‘slipped away,’ and the minister at her mother’s funeral had spoken of ‘the dear departed’ and ‘those who have gone before us.’ Gone where?


‘It’s always bad when they go like that, with no warning,’ Vielle said, ‘especially when they’re as young as he was. I wanted to make sure you were okay.’


‘I’m okay,’ Joanna said. ‘It’s just – what do you think he meant, “It’s too far for her to come”?’


‘He was pretty far gone when his girlfriend arrived,’ Vielle said. ‘I don’t think he realized she was there.’


No, Joanna thought, that wasn’t it. ‘He kept saying “fifty-eight.” Why would he say that?’


Vielle shrugged. ‘Who knows? Maybe he was echoing what the nurses were saying. His blood pressure was eighty over fifty.’


It was seventy over fifty, Joanna thought. ‘Did the cell phone number of his girlfriend have a fifty-eight in it?’


‘I don’t remember. By the way, did Dr Right ever find you? Because if he didn’t, I think you should stop trying to avoid him. I ran into Louisa Krepke on my way up here, and she said he’s a neurologist, absolutely gorgeous, and single.’


‘He found me,’ Joanna said. ‘He wants me to work on a research project with him. Studying NDEs.’


‘And –?’


‘And I don’t know,’ Joanna said wearily.


‘He isn’t cute? Louisa said he had blond hair and blue eyes.’


‘No, he’s cute. He—’


‘Oh, no, please don’t tell me he’s one of those near-death nutcases.’


‘He’s not a nutcase,’ Joanna said. ‘He thinks NDEs are the side effect of a neurochemical survival mechanism. He’s found a way to simulate them. He wants me to work with him, interviewing his subjects.’


‘And you said yes, didn’t you?’


Joanna shook her head. ‘I said I’d think about it, but I don’t know.’


‘He doesn’t want you to do this simulation stuff, does he?’


‘No. All he wants me to do is consult, interview subjects, and tell him if their experiences match the NDE core experience.’


‘So what’s the problem?’


‘I don’t know … I’m so far behind in my own work. I have dozens of interviews I haven’t transcribed. If I take on this project, when will I have time for my own NDE subjects?’


‘Like Mrs Davenport, you mean?’ Vielle said. ‘You’re right. Gorgeous guy, legit project, no Maurice Mandrake, no Mrs Davenport. Definitely sounds like a bad deal to me.’


‘I know. You’re right,’ Joanna said, sighing. ‘It sounds like a great project.’


It did. A chance to interview patients Mr Mandrake hadn’t contaminated and to talk to them immediately after their experience. She almost never got the chance to do that. A patient ill enough to code was nearly always too ill to be interviewed right away, and the greater the gap, the more confabulation there was. Also, these would be subjects who were aware they were hallucinating. They should be much better interview subjects. So why wasn’t she leaping at the chance?


Because it isn’t really about NDEs, she thought. Dr Wright saw the NDE as a mere side effect, a – what had he said? – ‘an indicator of which areas of the brain are being stimulated and which neurotransmitters are involved.’


It’s more than that, Joanna thought. They’re seeing something, experiencing something, and it’s important. She felt sometimes, like this afternoon with Greg Menotti, or with Coma Carl, that they were speaking directly to her, trying to communicate something about what was happening to them, about dying, and that it was her duty to decipher what it was. But how could she explain that to Vielle or to Dr Wright, without sounding like one of Maurice Mandrake’s nutcases?


‘I told him I’d think about it,’ Joanna said evasively. ‘In the meantime, would you do something for me, Vielle? Would you check Greg Menotti’s records and see if his girlfriend’s phone number had a fifty-eight in it, or if there was some other number he might have been talking about, his own phone number or his Social Security number or something?’


Vielle said, ‘ER records are—’


‘Confidential. I know. I don’t want to know what the number is, I just want to know if there was some reason he kept saying “fifty-eight.” ’


‘Okay, but I doubt if it’s anything,’ Vielle said. ‘He was probably trying to say, “I can’t have had a heart attack. I did fifty-eight push-ups this morning.” ’ She took Joanna’s arm. ‘I think you should do the project. What’s the worst that could happen? He sees what a great interviewer you are, falls madly in love with you, you get married, have ten kids, and win the Nobel Prize. You know what I think? I think you’re afraid.’


‘Afraid?’ Joanna echoed.


Vielle nodded. ‘I think you like Dr Right, but you’re afraid to take a chance. You’re always telling me to take risks, and here you are, turning down a terrific opportunity.’


‘I do not tell you to take risks,’ Joanna said. ‘I try to get you to avoid risks. It is the front down there in the ER, and if you don’t transfer out—’


The elevator dinged. ‘Saved by the bell,’ Vielle said and stepped quickly into the elevator. ‘This could be the chance of a lifetime. Take it,’ she said. ‘See you Thursday night. Nothing with dying in it. And remember,’ she burst into song, ‘ “You’ve got a lot of living to do!” ’


‘And no musicals,’ Joanna said. ‘Or dopey romances,’ she added as the door closed on Vielle. Joanna pressed the ‘up’ button, shaking her head. Love, marriage, children, the Nobel Prize.


And then what? Boating on the lake? An Angel of Light? Wailing and gnashing of teeth? Or nothing at all? The brain cells started to die within moments of death. By the end of four to six minutes the damage was irreversible, and people brought back from death after that didn’t talk about tunnels and life reviews. They didn’t talk at all. Or feed themselves, or respond to light, or register any cortical activity at all on Richard’s RIPT scans. Brain death.


But if the dying were facing annihilation, why didn’t they say, ‘It’s over!’ or, ‘I’m shutting down’? Why didn’t they say, like the witch in The Wizard of Oz, ‘I’m melting, I’m melting’? Why did they say, ‘It’s beautiful over there,’ and, ‘I’m coming, Mother!’ and, ‘She’s too far away. She’ll never get here in time’? Why did they say ‘placket’ and ‘fifty-eight’?


The elevator opened on fifth, and she walked across the walkway to the elevators on the other side. The Other Side. She wondered if this was how Mr Mandrake envisioned the NDE, as a walkway like this. It was obvious he thought of the Other Side as a Hallmark card version of this side, all angels and hugs and wishful thinking: everything will be all right, all will be forgiven, you won’t be alone.


Whatever death is, Joanna thought, taking the elevator down to the parking lot, whether it’s annihilation or afterlife, it’s not what Mr Mandrake thinks it is.


She pushed open the door to the outside. It was still snowing. The cars in the parking lot were covered, and flakes drifted goldenly, silently down in the light from the sodium streetlights. She lifted her face to the falling snow and stood there, watching it.


And how about Dr Wright? Was dying what he thought it was – temporal lobe stimulation and a random flickering of synapses before they went out?


She turned and looked up at the east wing, where Coma Carl lay boating on the lake. I’m going to tell Dr Wright no, she thought, and started out to her car.


She should have worn boots this morning. She slipped on the slick snow, and snow filled her shoes, soaking her feet. Her car was completely covered. She swiped at the side window with her bare hand, hoping against hope it was just snow and not ice. No such luck. She unlocked the car, threw her bag in the backseat, and began rummaging for the scraper.


‘Joanna?’ a woman’s voice said behind her.


Joanna backed out of the car and turned to face her. It was Barbara from Peds.


‘I’ve got a message from Maisie Nellis,’ Barbara said. ‘She said to tell you she’s back in and that she has something important to tell you.’


‘I know,’ Joanna said. ‘I’ve already been up to see her. I understand she’s doing really well.’


‘Who told you that?’


‘Her mother. She said Maisie was just in for tests, and the new antiarrhythmia drug was working wonders. It isn’t?’


Barbara shook her head. ‘She is in for tests, but it’s because Dr Murrow thinks there’s a lot more damage than showed up on the heart cath. He’s trying to decide whether to put her on the transplant list or not.’


‘Does her mother know that?’


‘That depends on what you mean by knowing. You’ve heard of being in denial, haven’t you? Well, Maisie’s mother is Cleopatra, the Queen of Denial. And positive thinking. All Maisie has to do is rest and think happy thoughts, and she’ll be up and around in no time. How did you get permission from her to interview Maisie about her NDE? She doesn’t even let us use the term heart condition, let alone death.’


‘I didn’t. Her ex-husband was the one who signed the release,’ Joanna said. ‘A heart transplant? What are Maisie’s chances?’


‘Of surviving a transplant? Pretty good. Mercy’s got a seventy-five percent survival rate, and the rejection stats keep improving all the time. The chances of keeping her alive till a nine-year-old’s heart becomes available? Not nearly as good. Especially when they haven’t found a way of controlling the atrial fib. She’s already coded once,’ she said. ‘But you know that.’


Joanna nodded.


‘Well, anyway, I just wanted you to know she was back in. She loves it when you visit her. God, it’s cold out here! My feet are freezing!’ she said and headed off toward her Honda.


Joanna found the scraper and started in on the front windshield. The wait for a heart was frequently over a year, even if you were moved to the top of the list, a year during which the damaged heart continued to deteriorate, dragging the lungs and the kidneys and the chances of survival down with it.


And that was for an adult heart. The wait for children was even longer, unless you were lucky. And lucky meant a child drowned in a swimming pool or killed in a car accident or frozen to death in a blizzard. Even then the heart had to be undamaged. And healthy. And a match. And the patient had to be still alive when it got there. Had to have not gone into V-fib again and died.


‘If we can figure out how the dying process works,’ Richard had said, ‘that knowledge could eventually be used to revive patients who’ve coded.’


Joanna moved to the back windshield and began brushing snow off the window. Like the elderly woman she had seen from Coma Carl’s window. Heart attack weather, Vielle had said. Dying weather. Disaster weather.


She went back into the hospital and asked the volunteer at the front desk if she could borrow the phone. She asked for Dr Wright’s extension.


He wasn’t there. ‘Leave a message at the tone,’ the message said. It beeped.


‘All right,’ Joanna said to the answering machine. ‘I’ll do it. I’ll work with you on your project.’
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‘CQD CQD SOS SOS CQD SOS. Come at once. We have struck a berg. CQD OM. Position 41° 40' N, 50° 14' W. CQD SOS.’


– Wireless message sent by the Titanic to the Carpathia





Richard checked his answering machine as soon as he got to work the next morning to see if Joanna had called. ‘You have twelve messages,’ it said reprovingly. Which was what you got for spending all day running around the hospital looking for someone.


He started going through the messages, clicking to the next one as soon as the caller had identified himself. Mrs Bendix, Mrs Brightman. ‘I just wanted to welcome you to Mercy General,’ she said in an ancient, quavery voice, ‘and to tell you how delighted I am that you are researching near-death experiences, or, rather, near-life experiences, for I feel sure your experiments will convince you that what these patients are witnessing is the life and the loved ones we will find again on the other side of the grave. Are you aware that Maurice Mandrake is also at Mercy General? I presume you have read The Light at the End of the Tunnel?.’


‘Oh, yes,’ Richard said to the machine.


‘We’re extremely fortunate to have him here,’ Mrs Brightman’s message continued. ‘I feel sure you two will have a great deal to say to each other.’


‘Not if there’s a stairway handy,’ he said and hit ‘next message.’ A Mr Edelman from the National Association of Paranormal Experiences, Mr Wojakowski.


‘Just double-checking about tomorrow,’ Mr Wojakowski said. ‘Tried to call you before, but couldn’t get through. Reminds me of these telephones we had on the Yorktown for sending messages up to the bridge. You had to wind ’em up with a crank kinda deal, and—’


Mr Wojakowski, once started on the Yorktown, could go on forever. Richard hit ‘next message.’ The grants office, telling him there was a form he hadn’t turned in. ‘Wright?’ a man’s voice said. Peter Davis, his roommate when they were interns. He never bothered to identify himself. ‘I suppose you’ve heard,’ Davis said. ‘I can’t believe it about Fox, can you? This isn’t some kind of virus, is it? If so, you’d better get vaccinated. Or at least call and warn me before you hit the star. Call me.’


He wondered what that was all about. The only Fox he knew was R. John Foxx, a neuropsychologist who’d been conducting research on anoxia as the cause of near-death experiences. Richard hit ‘next message’ again.


Someone from the International Paranormal Society. Mr Wojakowski again. ‘Hiya, Doc. Hadn’t heard from you, so I thought I’d try again. Wanted to make sure it’s two o’clock tomorrow. Or fourteen bells, as we used to say on the Yorktown.’


Amelia Tanaka, saying, ‘I may be a few minutes late, Dr Wright. I’ve got an anatomy exam, and last time it took the whole two hours. I’ll be there as soon as I can.’ Mr Suarez, wanting to reschedule his session for tomorrow. Davis again, even more incomprehensible than before. ‘Forgot to tell you where. Seventeen. Under phantom,’ followed by an unrecognizable tuneless humming. Housekeeping.


‘Dr Wright?’ Joanna’s voice said. He leaned alertly toward the machine. ‘This is Joanna Lander. A— Your machine is full,’ the answering machine said.


‘No,’ Richard said. Damn Davis. Damn Mr Wojakowski, with his endless reminiscences of the Yorktown. The one message he really needed to hear –


He hit ‘repeat’ and played the message again. ‘Dr Wright? This is Joanna Lander. A—’ Was that sound at the end ‘I,’ as in, ‘I’d love to work with you on your project.’ Or a short ‘a,’ as in, ‘After due consideration, I’ve decided to decline your offer’?


He listened to it again. ‘Ah,’ he decided. As in, ‘Ah, forget it’? Or, ‘All my life I’ve wanted a chance at a project like this’? There was no way to tell. He’d have to wait until ten o’clock and see if she showed up. Or try and locate her.


Or not, considering this hospital. That was all he needed, for her to be here waiting and looking at her watch, while he tried to find his way back from the west wing. He picked up the phone and paged her, just on the chance she had her pager switched on, and then hit ‘repeat’ again. There must have been something in her tone that would be a clue as to whether—


‘All your messages have been erased,’ the machine said. No! He dived at the machine, hit ‘play.’


‘You have zero messages.’


Richard grabbed for a prescription pad. ‘Wojakowski,’ he scribbled. ‘Cartwright Chemical, Davis –’ Who else? he thought, trying to reconstruct the messages in his mind. Mrs Brightman, and then somebody from Northwestern. Geneva Carlson? The phone rang. Richard snatched it up, hoping it was Joanna. ‘Hello?’


‘So, have you seen it?’ Davis said.


‘Seen what, Davis?’


‘The star!’


‘What star? You call and leave an undecipherable message—’


‘Undecipherable?’ Davis said, sounding offended. ‘It was perfectly clear. I even told you what page the article was on.’


Not a star. The Star, the tabloid newspaper. ‘What was the article about?’ Richard asked.


‘Foxx! He’s gone nutcase and announced he’s proved there’s life after death. Wait a minute, I’ve got it here, let me read it to you …’ There was a thunking sound as he dropped the phone, and a rattle of paper. ‘ “Dr R. John Foxx, a respected scientist in the field of near-death research, said, ‘When I began my research into near-death experiences, I was convinced they were hallucinations caused by oxygen deprivation, but after exhaustive research, I’ve concluded they are a preview of the afterlife. Heaven is real. God is real. I have spoken to Him.’ ” ’


‘Oh, my God,’ Richard murmured.


‘He’s leaving medicine to open the Eternal Life Institute,’ Davis said. ‘So, my question is, is this something that happens to everybody who does NDE research? I mean, first Seagal claims he’s located the soul in the temporal lobe and has photos of it leaving the body, and now Foxx.’


‘Seagal was always crazy,’ Richard said.


‘But Foxx wasn’t,’ Davis said. ‘What if it’s some kind of virus that infects everybody who studies NDEs and makes them go wacko? How do I know you won’t suddenly announce that a picture of the Virgin Mary appeared to you on the RIPT scan screen?’


‘Trust me, I won’t.’


‘Well, if you do,’ Davis said, ‘call me first, before you call the Star. I’ve always wanted to be that friend they interview, the one who says, “No, I never noticed anything unusual about him. He was always quiet, well mannered, something of a loner.” Speaking of which, any babes on the horizon?’


‘No,’ Richard said, thinking of Joanna. He glanced at the clock on the wall. It was after ten. Whatever the cut-off ‘A—’ in her message had meant, it wasn’t acceptance. She’d probably read the Star and decided working with anybody on near-death research was too risky. It was too bad. He had really looked forward to working with her. I should have offered her something more substantial than an energy bar, he thought.


‘No cute little nurses, huh?’ Davis said. ‘That’s because you’re in the wrong specialty. I got ’em lined up out the door.’ Knowing Davis, he probably did. ‘Of course, there’s another explanation.’


‘For having women lined up out the door?’ Richard said.


‘No,’ Davis said, ‘for everybody associated with NDE research suddenly becoming true believers. Maybe it’s all true, the tunnel and heaven and the soul, and there really is an afterlife.’ He began humming again, the same weird nontune as he had hummed on the answering machine.


‘What is that ungodly sound supposed to be? The Twilight Zone?’


Davis snorted. ‘It’s the theme from The X-Files. It’s a possibility, you know. The NDEers are right, and when we die we end up surrounded by Precious Moments figurines. In which case, I for one am not going.’


‘Me neither,’ Richard said, laughing.


‘And I’d appreciate you calling and warning me so I can get started on immortality research right away.’


‘I will,’ Richard promised. There was a knock on the door. Richard looked up eagerly. ‘Gotta go,’ he said, hung up, and hurried across the lab to open the door.


‘Ah, Dr Wright,’ Mr Mandrake said, coming into the lab, ‘I was hoping you’d be here. We didn’t have a chance to talk yesterday.’


Richard resisted the impulse to look wildly around for an exit. ‘I’m afraid now isn’t a good time—’


Mr Mandrake walked over to the RIPT scan. ‘Is this what you hope to capture the NAE with?’ he asked, peering underneath its arch-shaped dome. ‘You won’t be able to, you know. The NAE can’t be photographed.’


Like ghosts? Richard thought. And UFOs?


‘Any number of researchers have already tried to find a physical cause that can explain the NAE, you know,’ he said. ‘Carbon-dioxide buildup, endorphins, random firing of synapses.’ He gave the RIPT scan a dismissive tap and walked over to the EEG. ‘There are a number of NAE phenomena that science cannot explain.’


Name one, Richard thought.


‘How do you explain the fact that every person who has experienced the NAE says that it was not a dream, that it really happened?’


Subjective experience is hardly proof of anything, Richard thought.


‘And how could endorphins or CO2 buildup confer knowledge on the subject experiencing the NAE?’ Mr Mandrake asked. ‘Knowledge that scientists agree the subject could not have attained by normal means?’


What scientists? Richard thought. Dr Foxx? Dr Seagal?


‘A number of my subjects have reported seeing a relative on the Other Side whom they thought was alive and being surprised to see them there,’ Mandrake said. ‘When the subjects returned, they telephoned family members and were informed that the relative had just died. In each of these cases, there was no way the subject could have known about the relative’s death in advance.’


‘Do you have a list of their names?’ Richard asked.


‘It would be highly unprofessional for me to release the names of the subjects of my studies,’ Mr Mandrake said disapprovingly, ‘but there have been numerous documented instances of the phenomenon.’


‘Really?’ Richard said. ‘In which journals?’


‘The scientific establishment is unfortunately extremely narrow-minded when it comes to publishing the results of near-death research,’ Mr Mandrake said stiffly. ‘Except for a few brave pioneers like Dr Seagal and Dr Lander, they cannot see the greater realities which lie around them.’


At the mention of Joanna’s name, Richard glanced at the clock again. Ten-thirty.


‘ “There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy,” ’ Mr Mandrake said. ‘There have also been numerous cases of returned NAEers displaying paranormal gifts. One of my subjects—’


‘This really isn’t a good time,’ Richard said. ‘I have a phone call I need to make, so if you’ll excuse me—’ He picked up the phone.


‘Of course,’ Mr Mandrake said. ‘I must go see Mrs Davenport. I’ll be eager to discuss your findings with you.’


He exited. Richard started to put the phone down and then picked it up again and began punching in Amelia Tanaka’s number as Mr Mandrake reappeared. ‘I wanted you to have a copy of The Light at the End of the Tunnel,’ he said, reaching for Richard’s pen. ‘No, no, don’t let me interrupt your call.’ He waved to Richard to keep dialing. ‘It’s Wright with a W isn’t it?’


‘Yes,’ Richard said, punching in the rest of the number. It began to ring. Mandrake scrawled something on the title page. ‘Ms Tanaka?’ Richard said into the phone. ‘This is Dr Wright.’


Mr Mandrake shut the book and handed it to Richard. ‘I think you’ll find it useful,’ he said and started out.


‘Just returning your call, Ms Tanaka,’ Richard said to the continued ringing. ‘Yes. Eleven o’clock.’ And I hope you’re passing your anatomy exam, he thought. ‘Right. No, that won’t be a problem.’


Mr Mandrake went out, shutting the door behind him. Richard hung up the phone and looked at the clock. Ten forty-five. Joanna definitely wasn’t coming.


He opened the book to see what Mandrake had written. ‘To aid you in your journey,’ it read, ‘into death and beyond.’ Is that supposed to be a threat? Richard wondered.


There was a knock on the door. No doubt Mandrake, back to tell him some other reason CO2 buildup couldn’t cause an NDE. He snatched up the phone again and called, ‘Yes, come in.’


Joanna opened the door. ‘I’m sorry I’m late – oh, you’re on the phone.’


‘No, I’m not,’ he said and hung up. ‘Come in, come in.’


‘I am sorry I’m late,’ she said. ‘Did you get my message?’


‘No.’


‘Oh, well, I left you a message, but I fully intended to be here at ten to talk to you.’ She’s not going to do it, he thought. She just came to tell me she’s not interested. ‘But I had to go see Maisie, and I had trouble getting away from her.’ She shook her head, smiling. ‘As usual.’


‘She still talking about the Hindenburg?’ he asked. It was only delaying the inevitable, but maybe if they talked, she’d change her mind.


She nodded. ‘Did you know a number of children who’d come to the airfield to meet their parents saw them plunge burning to their deaths?’


‘I was not aware of that,’ Richard said. ‘She really goes for the gory details, doesn’t she? Is that what she wanted to see you about?’


‘No,’ Joanna said. ‘She found me an account of an NDE connected to the Hindenburg, and I needed to ask her about it. I wanted to know if the account of it was secondhand and if it was written at the time or sometime after.’


‘Did Maisie know?’


She shook her head. ‘Her books didn’t say anything about the circumstances, or the name of the crewman, but she said she’d try to find out.’


‘And this NDE was a crewman on the Hindenburg? He coded during the crash and had an NDE?’


‘No, a vision,’ Joanna said. ‘He had it while he was hanging on to the metal framework up inside the burning Zeppelin.’


‘But he saw a tunnel and angels?’


‘No, a whale and a birdcage. It doesn’t have any of the standard imagery, but that’s why it’s interesting. It predates Moody and company, so the imagery hasn’t been contaminated, and yet there are definite correspondences to the typical NDE. He hears a sound – the scream of tearing metal – and sees his grandmother and a dazzling white light that he interprets as snowfields. And there are a number of images that parallel the life review. It could be really useful, but I don’t want to get my hopes up until I know how and when he gave his account. It could all be confabulation, especially if he gave the account several weeks or months after the crash.


‘Anyway,’ she said, pushing her glasses up on her nose, ‘getting away from Maisie took a while, and then, as I was on my way here, I saw Mr Mandrake headed for your lab.’


And you ducked into the nearest stairway, Richard thought. ‘What did he want?’ she asked. ‘Did he try and pump you about your project?’


‘No. He was more interested in telling me why it was doomed to fail.’


‘Which speech was it? His “Mere science cannot explain the NAE” speech, his “If it looks real, that proves it’s real” rant, or the “more things in heaven and earth” speech?’


‘All of the above,’ Richard said. ‘He told me there were documented cases of people receiving knowledge during NDEs they couldn’t have known otherwise.’


She nodded. ‘One of the people waiting to greet them is Aunt Ethel, and when they’re revived they call Minnesota and discover that, in fact, Aunt Ethel was just killed in a car accident.’


‘So there are cases?’


She shook her head. ‘Those stories have been around since the days of the Victorian spiritualists, but there’s no documentation. They’re all either third-hand – somebody knew somebody who told him it had happened to his Aunt Ethel – or the whole thing was conveniently reported after the call from Minnesota reporting the death, and last names are always conveniently left out ‘for the privacy of the subjects,’ so there’s no way to verify or disprove the story. Plus, no one ever bothers to report seeing someone on the Other Side who later turns out not to be dead. Did Mr Mandrake mention W. T. Stead?’


‘No. Who’s that?’


‘A famous spiritualist and psychic who wasn’t all that psychic, as it turned out, or he’d never have booked passage on the Titanic. Every other psychic and medium in the business later claimed they’d had visions or premonitions of his death, but not one of them thought to mention it until after the sinking hit the front page, with Stead listed among the lost. And the last person who spoke to Stead reported that when he was told the ship had hit an iceberg, he said, “I suppose it’s nothing much.” ’ She frowned. ‘Mr Mandrake didn’t ask you about your project?’


‘He looked at the RIPT scan and the EEG, but he didn’t ask any questions. Why? Should he have?’


She was still frowning. ‘He spends half his time snooping around trying to find out who my patients are so he can get to them first. He didn’t ask you anything?’


‘No. When he first came in, he said he wanted to discuss the project, but then he launched into how physical explanations couldn’t account for the NDE, and from there to the narrow-mindedness of the scientific establishment. Except for brave pioneers like you and Dr Seagal.’


‘You didn’t tell him we were going to be working together, did you?’ Joanna asked.


‘No,’ he said, trying not to show the sudden uprush of delight he felt. ‘Are we?’


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Didn’t you get my message?’


‘No, my answering machine—’


‘Oh, well, I said yes, I’d like to work with you on your project. Actually, I think I said, “All right, I’ll do it,” or something equally cryptic. I left the message last night.’


Not, ‘Ah, forget it.’ ‘All right.’ ‘Great,’ he said, and grinned. ‘I’m delighted. It’s going to be great working together.’


‘I want to keep interviewing patients who come into the hospital, too,’ she said, ‘unless you think that’s a bad idea.’


‘No, the more data we have on actual NDEs, the more we’ll be able to tell how ours compare. I only schedule one or two sessions a day, because of the time it takes to analyze the scans. I’m sure we can work around your schedule.’


‘I’d appreciate that.’


‘Great,’ he said. ‘I’ll talk to the grants office this afternoon about making it official.’


She nodded. ‘Great. Only don’t tell Mr Mandrake. The longer we can keep it from him, the less time I’ll have to spend trying to avoid him. So,’ she smiled at him, ‘you want to show me the setup?’


‘I’ll do better than that. I’ve got one of my volunteers coming in in about,’ he glanced at the clock. A quarter past eleven. ‘Any time now. In the meantime,’ he led her over to the console, ‘this is the scan console. The images show up here,’ he said, pointing to the bank of monitors above the console. ‘This is the brain in a normal working state,’ he said, typing instructions onto the keyboard, and the screen lit up with an orange, yellow, and blue image. He typed some more. ‘And this is the brain in a REM-sleep dreaming state. See how the prefrontal cortex – that’s the area of waking thought and reality-testing – and the sensory-input areas show almost no activity. And this,’ he typed again, ‘is the brain in an NDE-state, or at least what I hope is an NDE-state.’


Joanna pushed her glasses up on her nose and peered at the screen. ‘It looks similar to the dream state.’


‘Yes, but there’s no activity at all in the prefrontal cortex and increased activity in the anterior lobe, here,’ he said, pointing to the red areas, ‘and in the hippocampus and amygdala.’


‘And those are the long-term memories?’ she asked, pointing to a scattering of pinpoint red and orange in the frontal cortex.


‘Yes.’ He blanked out the screens and called up Mr O’Reirdon’s scan. ‘This is the template scan,’ he said, typing, ‘and this is the scan from Mr Wojakowski’s first session.’ He superimposed them on a third screen. ‘You can see the pattern, except for the activity in the frontal cortex, is similar, but not identical. Which is one of the reasons I need you on the project.’


He went over to the scan and put his hand on the arch-shaped dome. ‘And this is the RIPT scan. The subject lies down here,’ he indicated the examining table, ‘under the scan, and then it’s positioned above the head. The tracer and then a short-term sedative and the dithetamine are fed in through an IV, and blood samples are taken before, during, and after the NDE. I have a nurse assist. I’ve been using a floater.’


Joanna was looking thoughtfully at the arch-shaped opening. ‘Problem?’ Richard asked.


She nodded. ‘It looks like a tunnel. Is there a way to cover it, put something in front of it till the subject is in place? You want to eliminate any possible physical explanations for the vision.’


‘Sure. Can do.’


She was looking up at the ceiling. ‘Do you need that overhead light during the procedure?’


‘No,’ he said, ‘but the subject’s eyes are covered.’


‘With what?’


‘A black sleep mask,’ he said. He got one out of the cabinet to show her. ‘They also wear headphones, through which white noise is fed.’


‘Good,’ she said, ‘but I also think we should mask the light. Garland’s explanation for the bright light NDEers see is that it’s the light above the operating table, and the reason it’s blindingly bright is because their pupils are dilated.’


Richard looked happily at her. ‘This is exactly the kind of thing I was hoping you’d help me with. I’ll get some black paper over it right away. We’re going to make a great team.’


Joanna smiled back at him, then walked over and looked at the gunmetal-gray supply cabinet and the tall wooden glass-doored medicine cupboard, left over from an earlier hospital era, her hands on her hips. ‘Is there anything else you want changed?’ Richard asked.


‘No,’ she said. ‘Added.’ She reached in her cardigan pocket and pulled out an object wrapped loosely in newspaper. ‘This is our tennis shoe.’


‘Tennis shoe?’ Richard said, looking at the newspaper-wrapped object. It was clearly not big enough to be a shoe, unless it was a child’s.


‘Hasn’t Mr Mandrake told you about the shoe yet?’ she said. ‘I’m surprised. He tells everybody how the shoe is scientific proof of the reality of NDEs. Even more than Aunt Ethel.’


She stuck the newspaper-wrapped object back in her pocket and went over to his desk. ‘A woman named Maria coded during an operation.’ She pulled his chair out. ‘Afterward, she reported floating above her body on the examining table, and she described the procedures they were doing to her in highly accurate detail.’


‘A number of patients have done that,’ he said. ‘Described the intubation and the paddles. But couldn’t they have gotten that information from previous hospital visits?’


‘Or from an episode of ER,’ Joanna said dryly. ‘Maria described something else, though, and it constitutes the “scientific proof” Mr Mandrake’s always referring to.’ She pushed the chair over in front of the gunmetal cabinet. ‘Maria said that when she was up near the ceiling, she saw a shoe on a ledge outside the window, a red tennis shoe.’ She stepped up on the chair, looked at the top of the cabinet, frowning, and stepped back down. ‘The shoe wasn’t visible from any other part of the room, but when the doctor went up to the next floor and leaned all the way out of the window, there it was.’


‘Which proved that the soul had actually left the body and was hovering above it,’ Richard said.


‘And, by extension, that everything the subject experiences in an NDE is real and not just a hallucination.’ She dragged the chair over to the wooden medicine cupboard and stepped up on it. ‘Pretty convincing, huh? The only problem is, it never happened. When researchers tried to verify it, it turned out there was no such event, no such patient, no such hospital.’


She withdrew the newspaper-wrapped object from her pocket. ‘Of course, even if it had been a true story, it wouldn’t have proved anything. The shoe could have been visible from some other part of the hospital, or the patient or the NDE researcher could have put it there. If and when a subject tells us he saw this,’ she said, holding up the object, ‘I’ll consider the possibility that he really was out of his body.’


‘What is it?’ Richard asked.


‘Something no one’s likely to guess,’ she said, leaning forward on tiptoe and stretching up to place it on top of the cupboard. ‘Including you. If you don’t know, you can’t accidentally communicate the knowledge to anyone.’ She wadded up the newspaper and stepped back down. ‘I’ll give you a clue,’ she said, dropping the crumpled paper into his hand. ‘It’s not a shoe.’ She turned and looked speculatively at the clock on the wall.


‘Do you want the clock taken down, too?’


‘No, although it might be a good idea to move it to where the subject can’t see it. The fewer objects the subject has to confabulate about, the better. Actually, I was wondering about your subject. What time did you say she’d be here?’


‘She was scheduled for eleven, and she called to say she had an exam and would be a few minutes late. She’s a premed student,’ he said, glancing at the clock. ‘But I expected her by now.’


‘Your subject pool is premed students?’


‘No, just Ms Tanaka,’ he said. ‘The other volunteers are all—’
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