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The boundaries which divide Life from Death


are at best shadowy and vague. Who shall


say where the one ends, and where the other begins?


—Edgar Allan Poe
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PART 1


Broke-down Meat Machines
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one.


“WILL ANYONE be joining you?”


The sawbone’s name was Parkman, or was it Peterson . . . no, wait, Pierson? Ah hell, who gave a royal rip? There was nothing the matter with Frank’s brain, but after nearly seventy-eight years’ worth of diligent service, it ought to be forgiven for forgetting a name or two.


“Nope, nobody else coming,” Frank told the doctor—Pastern! Hell yeah, there it was.


Four people occupied the hospital room with a view of the Gardiner Expressway leading into downtown Toronto. Joining Doc P was a nurse practitioner whose name tag read kelly and a social worker who’d introduced herself as Pam. That left only him, one Franklin Eugene Doyle, whose remaining minutes could be measured with an egg timer. Nurse Kelly handed Dr. Pastern a folder.


“Everything’s in order here,” the doctor announced, tapping the folder with one finger. “Mr. Doyle’s completed the forms for a medically assisted death. He’s gotten assessments from his family doctor and a cardiac intern at St. Joe’s.”


Frank lay propped up on the bed pillows, wheezing away like a torn accordion. His heart shuddered behind his ribs. Frank had come to picture his heart as a leather wineskin, something Vikings once drank from, all shriveled and cracked.


“Hell of a thing, getting old,” he said. “Happily, no longer much of a concern for me.”


“Would you like me to go over precisely what’s going to happen today, Mr. Doyle?”


“Oh sure thing, why not? And call me Frank, would you?”


“Frank it is,” Dr. Pastern went on. “Now shortly, you’ll receive four injections. Number one’s a sedative, close to Valium. That’ll relax you. Next will be an anesthetic that we use in the ORs to put patients out before surgery. That one will lead you into a deep sleep.”


Frank was ready to die. Every atom of his being told him so. But Jesus, to watch that lethal fluid slip into his vein and know an everlasting line had been crossed, no take-backsies . . .


“After that, we’ll administer a powerful muscle relaxant. Once that has taken effect, we’ll inject the final cocktail.”


Cocktail. Such a funny euphemism for a substance designed to end one’s life. Ready for your last cocktail, Frank? There’s no pineapple slice or tiny paper parasol, I’m afraid. Just a quarter ounce of pure killing juice that’ll obliterate your heart, hah-hah—bottoms up!


“Shortly after that, Frank, you will stop breathing. Then your heart will cease its function and you’ll pass on. But you’ll only feel yourself going to sleep, if even that.”


Amazing how calm Frank felt. Probably not much different from the final stages of hypothermia, when the experts say you freeze to death with a blissful grin on your mug.


Dr. Pastern said, “Any final questions for me?”


“Um . . . shouldn’t I be wearing a pair of rubber, y’know . . . ? In case—?”


“Ah. No, no, you won’t lose control of your bladder or bowels. That doesn’t happen when we use this method.”


“Oh. Okay, that’s dignified, then.”


Dr. Pastern pulled a sheet of paper from the file folder and pinned it to a clipboard. “We need to confirm informed consent.”


Frank’s vision wobbled; there were two Doc Ps when there ought to be one. Maybe he’d kick the bucket before they could stick the needles in him. Frank hoped not; he’d had to fill out a lot of friggin’ forms to kick the proceedings along to this point.


“This is now me informing you of your rights, Frank,” he heard the doctor say. “Our cardiac surgeon has assessed that your natural death due to congestive heart failure is now reasonably foreseeable. But I need to make sure you’re aware that there are palliative measures available to ease your way to a different kind of passing, while stressing that both options are considered natural.”


Frank refocused. That second, phantom Dr. P vanished. “I know about the other options,” he replied evenly. “Not interested.”


“So, Frank: Do you confirm consent to receive this specific care measure?”


Frank gritted his teeth against another coughing fit. God, his organs were rattling around inside his chest like chicken bones in a tin can.


“My wife, Annie. I mentioned her, didn’t I?”


Pam said, “I don’t believe so, Mr. Doyle.”


“Annie passed eight years ago. Took just about every good part of me with her. Some men, you know, it’s really their wives who hold them together. Sometimes I think the weight of keeping me up through my down spells is what weakened her, let the cancer get in.”


Frank glugged water from the jug sitting on the overbed table. He hadn’t spoken such a long string of words in months.


“Towards the end I begged her: ‘Annie, can we put your pain away? You’re so damn strong, but this thing is gonna eat until you can’t feed it anymore.’” He covered his eyes with one liver-spotted hand. “She was sixty-three pounds when she went.” Frank lowered his hand and looked at everyone present, thinking this was a fact that ought to be acknowledged. “And we never had kids on account of my genes—I have a skinny urethra, turns out.”


Frank’s laugh wasn’t much of a laugh at all. More the chuff of a rheumy-eyed old hound who could no longer summon the breath for a solid bark.


“Once Annie was gone, in truth, I began to wait on death. I want to see her again, you know? If there’s such a place as heaven, I hope to meet Annie there . . . or gaze up at her from hell, I don’t much care anymore.”


Frank eased back onto the bed. The pillows were nicer than the regular hospital ones. While Nurse Kelly laid out four hypodermic needles on a rubber-bottomed tray, the social worker stepped forward.


“Would you like to hold hands?”


Warmth pushed through Frank’s defeated heart. “Yeah, actually. I’d like that very much. Thank you, uh . . .”


“Pam, like the cooking spray.”


“Right, Pam. I won’t forget it again, promise.”


As Pam grasped his hand, Frank Doyle’s life would have soon come to its lonesome end were it not for the man who eased the door open, stepping inside the room with them.


“Sorry for interrupting,” the intruder said. “I come with an opportunity for Mr. Doyle.”


“This is a private affair,” Dr. Pastern told him. “Frank, do you know this man?”


“Never seen him in my life, Doc.”


The man didn’t budge. He held a phone. Frank could see a face hemmed within its screen. A woman—wait, was that a girl?—with wintergreen eyes.


Months later, on the island as things began to go hinky, Frank Doyle would wonder if it was the uncanny green of the young woman’s eyes that had overmastered his common sense. Or maybe he’d found the whole thing vaguely hilarious in its absurdity and had thought: What the hey, let’s play out this string.


What else could it have been? Why, when that unknown man propped the phone on the overbed table so that Frank could stare into those ineffably green eyes . . . why hadn’t Frank just gotten on with dying?


“Dr. Pastern, listen,” he heard himself say. “Give me a minute here, will you?”


“That’s your right, Frank,” the doctor said, holding his tongue on whatever he may’ve been thinking: Hey, you signed that form, Franky-boy. Are you a man of your word or ain’t you?


Dr. Pastern, Pam like the spray, and the nurse did as Frank asked. The following minutes unfolded as a queer waking dream. The sort of sunlit, wistful daydream an old man might experience at the end of his days. Except it wasn’t that, not in any sense. Frank stared at the needles on the tray, the easy death they promised—a painless descent into the everlasting black—then back at the face on the screen.


“Go ahead, then,” Frank croaked. “Spit it out.”


He listened to what the young lady had to say. No promises were made. No tangible information given. Only an offer, and within it was buried an outrageous hope.


Come to my island, Mr. Doyle. You’re still strong enough to make the trip, and we will make every accommodation for your comfort. Or don’t. Either way, you’ll be making the right choice.


The girl’s eyes. The calm ongoing green of them.


I can’t guarantee anything other than the following: It doesn’t have to end this way.


When she’d finished talking, the strange man offered Frank a courteous nod, picked up the phone, and stepped out. Dr. Pastern and the other two hovered at the threshold, peering in at Frank as they might a species of lizard in a terrarium.


Frank could have called them back in and had them get to work stopping his ticker for good. But instead, he’d leaned back against the pillows, closed his eyes, and thought:


Well, you old bastard . . . why the hell not?


Such are the riddles of the human heart. Yet it was more than that, going deeper than that.


Why me? Why Frank-Nobody-Special-Doyle?


If there was an answer to that question, the universe held it in escrow.
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two.


THE ESCALADE motored up the 400, pacing steadily northward. Frank Doyle had never ridden in a vehicle so roomy or that smelled so richly of leather. Could it be Corinthian—the king of leathers?


Past the tinted windows, the country rolled out along the highway in tones of green and slate. Here, four hours north of the city, tall pines scaled down the roadside, rising from the cragged rock of the Canadian Shield. The population dwindled, towns becoming hamlets becoming villages, until they were only blink-and-you’ll-miss-it townships of a hundred souls or less.


The pines parted to offer a sweeping view of Lake Huron. A shoreline of water-smoothed stones studded with piles of driftwood. Frank’s oxygen unit purred beside him, pumping a concentrated mix of medical-grade O2 into his lungs.


I ought to be dead. It wasn’t the first time this thought had come to Frank in the past forty-eight hours. Cooling on a slab with my lips gray as concrete.


He’d left St. Joe’s hospital two days ago, apologizing (a bit shamefacedly) to Dr. Pastern as he’d risen from the bed, shrugged off his hospital johnny, and tugged his trousers back on. He’d entertained the brief and—to Frank, at least—comical vision of Dr. Pastern chasing him around the ward with a needle, shrieking: “Get your withered old caboose back here, Franky baby! You signed consent! It’s time to pay the Reaper!”


Frank had taken a cab back to the Chester Village nursing home, avoiding the eyes of the staff, who’d surely not expected to still see him aboveground. He was mildly surprised they hadn’t gone ahead and cleaned his room out and fumigated it of the old-person stink—not that the next guest would’ve been able to tell the difference, ha.


Frank had taken his luggage out of the closet and packed some belongings. Then he lay in his bed and waited.


The call came early the next day, at the phone kiosk in Chester Village’s lobby.


“Still interested, Frank?”


“Am I going to wake up in a bathtub with my kidneys tugged out?”


A gentle chuckle. “You don’t have to take us up on this. You’re free to refuse.”


The young woman’s face had come to Frank again. The green of her eyes. The unspoken promise of this island of hers.


“Yeah, I guess I’m intrigued.”


“A car will pick you up tomorrow morning.”


Presently, Frank asked the Escalade’s driver if he knew anything at all about this mysterious business. The driver’s name was Gord, and Gord knew jack shit.


“Nobody told me anything other than where to drop you off, sir.”


“And where’s that, Gord? Satan’s hairy asshole?”


A wry laugh. “Well, if not that, then the rough equivalent for city folk. The government dock on the western arm of the French River.”


Gord was happy to converse on other subjects: the Blue Jays, the mayoral race, his daughters, Tomasina and Tammy. Frank was pleased for the conversation until his energy began to wane and his eyes slipped shut . . . He bolted up sometime later in a haywired state.


“—whuh? Whuzza?”


“Everything’s okay, Frank,” Gord said soothingly. “You just took a little nap.”


I’m not a goddamn toddler, Frank groused to himself. I’m just old and prone to conking out.


Frank had been born on a sweltering summer day on July 17, 1945. His mother, dead fifteen years now, delivered him at St. Joe’s hospital—the same one he’d visited recently with the intention of dying under its roof. How was that for the circularity of one’s mortal coil?


The year Frank was born, a gallon of milk cost twenty cents. A head of lettuce, a dime. William Lyon Mackenzie King was taking a second lap as prime minister. Truman was in the White House and, before Frank turned a month old, they dropped the bomb on Hiroshima.


Frank was old, sure. But did that mean he had to be a dusty relic? Christ, Dame Helen Mirren was born the same year he was! And ole Helen could still fill out a bathing suit, too . . . shit, sorry, Annie.


His hands. Oh, Frank couldn’t stand to look at them anymore. The crepey wrinkles and bulging knuckles and thick yellow fingernails. The hands of an old man with a bum ticker and free-floating snot in his lungs who was reduced to sucking on store-bought oxygen to survive.


Ahh, so it goes. We meat machines, we do slow down. Entropy was the word for it; one of Annie’s doctors, whom Frank hadn’t much cared for, had introduced it to him.


A gradual accumulation of disorder within a biological system was the description that fussy pill peddler had used.


Disorder. Cellular decay. All the tiny subatomic building blocks that were us as humans breaking down and turning against their maker, feral as starved weasels.


Funny how the older you got, the longer the leash you gave to the notion of what young meant. As a teenager, Frank used to pass the retirement home on his way to the public pool with his swim trunks rolled up in a beach towel. In the summertime, the old folks would be out in wheelchairs and walkers; some were guided around like bewildered spaniels by the white-overalled orderlies. The sight had filled Frank with pity, and a mild strain of horror. These were human beings, same as him, yet they moved slower, their bodies bent, their mouths gummy, the scope of their worlds limited to their retirement villa—or its lawn, if the day was nice.


At his present age, Frank figured anything below sixty qualified as young. Yeah, there came an age (fifty-five, the double nickel, struck him as the year) when your days get shorter, your bodily aches multiply, and it takes longer to haul the trash can to the curb or mow the damn lawn . . . you’re not old, but you can see the shadow of it. The first time Frank’s twentysomething neighbor had come over while Frank was shoving the old Toro Lawn Master around the yard and tapped Frank’s shoulder like a baseball coach making a pitching change—That’s it, Ace, time to hit the showers—well, he’d just about blown his stack. The first time the bubblegum-chawing cashier at the movie theater charged Frank the senior rate without asking—that was another one for the low-light reel. Still, Frank hadn’t corrected her . . . and the next time his neighbor volunteered to cut the grass, Frank took him up on it.


The Escalade veered off the one-lane road onto a rutted logging route, the back tires throwing up a rooster tail of dust.


“Whoever hired you better be covering dents and dings,” Frank remarked.


“Yeah, no shit.” Gord sounded distressed.


The road degraded steadily. Ten miles fled by in the rearview, then twenty, soon thirty. Frank’s mind drifted as the SUV’s tires burred on the roadside shale, and the odd pine bough whapped its flanks like the rotating brushes at a car wash.


“I was told this dock was accessible,” Gord noted grimly. “We’re getting pretty tight.”


They hit a stretch where the trees had been hacked back into a clear-cut running down either side. They had to be fifty miles off the one-laner by now, and well over a hundred off any major highway. When he checked his cell phone, Frank saw it was down to a single bar of signal, and that one was fluttering weakly.


Nobody knew he was here. There had been nobody for Frank to tell, in truth. Maybe that’s why he was chosen for this: Frank was a man untethered, and his disappearance would probably not even be noted. After all, he was supposed to be dead. For the first time since the drive started, a note of fear zizzed through his wheezy heart.


The road declined toward the water. The smooth dark expanse of a waterway rolled out to the northwest. No houses or shacks frilled the lakeshore.


There was a dock. That was it. A concrete dock crooked into the bay like a dead gray finger and a pilot boat, silver with brass striping, reflected the late-afternoon sunlight.


Gord maneuvered the SUV in a tight-turning radius until the hood was pointed back up the road. “Finally, we arrive. You need a hand getting out, Frank?”


“I’ll manage, thanks.”


Gord looked dubious, but only said, “I’ll grab your luggage.”


Frank got out with his oxygen machine. The monitor read 15 percent full. He’d need to pop a refill in before long or he’d be gasping like a boated fish.


“I’m sorry, I can’t tip you,” he said when Gord set his bag at his feet. “I never thought to get cash out of the machine.”


“I’ll cover the tip, Mr. Doyle.”


The voice came from the pilot boat. The slant of sun on its windscreen had obscured the fact that a man was perched behind the helm.


It was the same guy who’d barged into Frank’s hospital room and altered the trajectory of Frank’s life, whatever might be left of it. The guy was dressed differently now: waterproof pants, a simple white tee, and a knife sheathed at his belt. He stepped from the boat, nodding in a friendly manner to Frank. Money changed hands between the man and Gord—a nice fat wad, by the looks of it.


Gord waved goodbye. “Nice meeting you, Frank. You be well, okay?”


“You too.” Frank waved back. “And give our mayor a kick in his embezzling ass if you see him.”


The rear tires stuttered as Gord worked the SUV away from the dock. Frank turned to face Mister Urban Outfitter.


“Mr. Doyle. Good to see you again,” the guy said. “I’m John Salters. I work with Dr. Marsh.”


“The woman on the phone? She’s a doctor? She didn’t look old enough to vote.”


A man with nothing to live for is capable of anything. Frank couldn’t tell you who’d coined that phrase, but it zipped through his head as clean and clear as the wind off the river. Christ, he’d always been a sensible man, hadn’t he? To a fault, yeah. Storm windows, pet insurance, paying the dealer premium for TruCoat undercoating on his Volvo (a sensible Swedish sedan), even though Annie said that shit was as useful as a screen door on a submarine.


Stable Frank. Make-No-Waves Frank. So it arrived with a belated thunderclap just how friggin’ insane his choice was. The fact that he’d set aside his carefully planned end-of-life agenda . . . God, why? On account of some girl with her cat-green eyes. That snap decision, one that flew in the face of the man Frank had always been, had landed him in the ass crack of nowhere, on the bank of a serpentine river that cut miles through the northern Ontario wilderness, talking to a stranger with a bowie knife lashed to his pants with a rawhide string.


John Salters said, “We’re waiting on one more. Once he arrives, we can go.”


FRANK USHERED his oxygen machine to the end of the dock. He bent—the knobs of his spine went off like muffled firecrackers—and scooped water into his cupped palm. Before it could drain through his fingers, he impulsively drank a mouthful. The cold hit the back of his throat. It tasted of shaved steel, thrillingly clean. He could drink a gallon of this stuff.


Peering down through the darkening layers of the water, he caught the dart of a small fish, followed by the broader flash of a much bigger fish arrowing from under the dock to strike . . . his machine started beeping. He moved haltingly back to the end of the dock, unzipped his duffel, found a replacement cartridge, and thumbed it into the unit.


By then a second SUV was approaching. A man stepped from it. Frank’s age within a year or two. He didn’t bear a signature of his illness as Frank did with his machine, but as he moved painstakingly toward the dock, Frank saw the telltale shakes of Parkinson’s.


“Mr. Bassiano,” Frank heard John Salters say. “Would you like—?”


“I’m fine, damn it,” the man replied, molars grinding as a spasm ran up his neck.


While Salters dealt with the driver, Frank ambled over to meet the new arrival.


“My name’s Frank.”


Stupidly, Frank stuck out his hand.


“I could try, Frank, but my handshake’s not what it used to be. It’d only embarrass us both.”


“Aw, shit.” Frank winced. “Sorry.”


“Ah, it’s shithead behavior not to shake. Teddy Bassiano.”


Teddy’s voice was unaffected by his condition. The voice of someone used to being heard and obeyed. His eyes fell to Frank’s machine. “Heart?”


Frank nodded. “Parkinson’s?”


“Bingo. Look at us, the Cowardly Lion and the Flailing Scarecrow.” Teddy’s smile was warm and genuine. “No offense.”


A smile slipped across Frank’s face. “None taken. I always rooted for that lion.”


“So, what do you figure we’ve been brought all the way out here for?”


“I was about to ask you the same thing.”


Teddy’s headshake had the jittery cadence of an impulse sprinkler. “Fuck me for a clue. And believe me when I say”—gnawing his way through another spasm—“I’ve made inquiries. Whatever’s going on out here, the powers that be have the plan locked up tight as a crab’s asshole. And that, my phlegmy new friend, is water-tight.”


“You think it’s a scam?” Frank asked. “What am I worth to anyone? You want my triple-mortgaged bungalow on the shit side of the city? Go ahead, take it.”


Teddy’s shoulders hitched. “I don’t think it’s a scam, Frank. I wouldn’t have dragged my ass to Timbuktu if I didn’t believe there was something interesting going on out here.”


“Interesting how?”


“Can’t say. Wouldn’t wish to incriminate myself. But ahh, what can we be worth to this backwoods outfit, anyway? Last I checked, old-fogy meat was selling for only fifty-five cents a pound at all disreputable butcher shops.”


Frank felt an immediate kinship with Teddy, which hit home as a warm glow in his belly. When was the last time he’d made a real friend? At some point, often by their fifties, but most assuredly by their sixties, most men stop making new friends. They cling to the ones they have, but over time even those get snatched by the vagaries of illness or fate. Frank played cribbage with a few guys at the care home, just passing time while keeping his true self hidden. He hadn’t really shown his true self to anyone since Annie passed.


But real friends, it had always struck Frank, were formed out of a spontaneous reaction, two like-minded souls meeting in a big bang: an instantaneous cellular reaction.


Salters now drew near to them, having already stowed their bags in the boat. “Gentlemen, shall we? The island awaits.”
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three.


TWO OLD farts and the sea.


The phrase flitted through Teddy Bassiano’s mind as Salters untied the pilot boat and got the motor humming.


He sat on a marine-proofed seat next to this Frank fella. Who seemed a good enough guy, if a little dim. The pilot boat moved out into the river system.


Teddy had employed a lot of Franks. His company, MountainCrest Builders, had been putting roofs over the heads of mortgage-approved families since 1977. Teddy was seventy-nine now, but by the time he founded his company at the tender age of thirty-two, he’d been working construction for over a decade.


He’d joined his first crew only a week after graduating high school. Teddy’s folks were always one paycheck away from the dust bowl, so no way he was going to college—but Teddy’d have gone crazy around those bell-bottomed beret-wearers, anyway, stuffing daisies down the barrels of hardworking soldiers’ rifles.


Instead, Teddy had learned how to mortar a foundation, nail a crossbeam, level a basement pad, run electrical and water—the whole shebang. He loved working outside in the sun, shirtless, stomach taut, arms swollen from countless hammer swings.


But gradually, a superiority crept into him. He liked his construction chums all right, yet he couldn’t shake the sense he was better than them. The smallness of their existence . . . it bugged him. Their mousy wives and snot-nosed kids, their tract houses with postage-stamp lawns. The way they wolf-whistled at every piece of ass who sashayed past the building site, as if that taxed the limits of their imagination as to how far they could get with a beautiful, sophisticated woman. Teddy figured he’d have those women eventually—them, others just like them, as many as he pleased—and it sickened him that his brothers-in-arms were content to harass them from behind a hurricane fence.


But on the backs of such men were empires built. Teddy was always friendly. Hell, he’d even sneak a cheeky beer on the site with them. Teddy did respect these guys. Not their dead-end lives, Christ no, but their pigheaded work ethic and strong backs. Since Teddy was charismatic, and had this spooky ability to peer into the heart of his fellow men and glimpse the outline of their desires—Teddy thought of it as his X-Ray Specs (Gag Gifts! Fool Your Friends!)—when he founded his company, he was able to poach several bonded and shop-ticketed guys from his old boss, who was blindsided by his apprentice’s betrayal . . . not that Teddy gave a shit. He was a shark swimming up current, eating the dumb little fish as he went.


Teddy shook free of these thoughts as the pilot boat cleared the dead-wake zone. John Salters cycled the motor, and the vessel moved into the heart of the waterway. The river shaded from brown to green, and finally to an impenetrable black that told Teddy solid rock must be running under the hull, not mud mixed with leaf muck.


The hillsides fringing the river were rock, too: wind-scoured and bare in spots, or else overgrown with tenacious lichen. The trees clinging to the highest elevations were starved-looking specimens that reminded Teddy of malnourished Biafrans, the ones Sally Struthers used to shill for on those TV infomercials.


“Smells good up here.”


Teddy turned to Frank, who had taken off his oxygen mask to pull in a whistly lungful. Frank was right. The air had a buoyancy . . . it wasn’t heavy, the way city air was. To breathe this was to inhale something life-affirming, silly as that sounded.


“How far out are we going?” Teddy asked Salters.


“Oh, it’s a ways still,” Salters replied without facing him.


“The dock back there—that’s the nearest landing spot?”


“You got it.”


Teddy hadn’t spotted any kind of dwelling—not so much as a hunting shack—once the driver of his Escalade had turned onto the logging road. It was at least a forty-five-minute drive from the dock to the main road . . . and the dock was out of sight now, eaten in the boat’s wake.


Well, it’s not like I’m capable of making it back under my own puff anyway, he thought. Someone would have to carry me like a backpack full of Mexican jumping beans.


Teddy’s body shook constantly. Full-body tremors he was helpless to fight. Pills were his existence—he carried them in a caddy, a tackle box for his multicolored and hateful life-sustainers. Sometimes he had dreams where he was strapped to a chair and force-fed pills by faceless sadists. The pills started out as small as the buttons on a doll’s dress, but got bigger and bigger, until he was swallowing linty horse capsules that got jammed sideways in his throat.


He needed one of those damn things now, but he was liable to spill the whole container as the boat skiffed across the waves; they’d go rolling around the hull like Tic Tacs. So Teddy kept his shaky ass parked and let his memory—now the strongest part of him—spool back in time.


Teddy’s fledgling company had nearly gone belly-up in its first year. Months passed when he ate practically nothing but beans on toast. But those early hardships passed, and he made his first million by the age of thirty-five. His second came a year later. By then he’d gotten married, had two boys (whom he loved dearly despite their now-evident uselessness), gotten divorced, married again, had another kid: his daughter, Francesca, smart as a whip.


By 1985, he was a millionaire five times over. Wifey #3 hired Katrina and the Waves to sing at Teddy’s fortieth-birthday party. He’d sat there with a party hat strapped under his chin while Katrina Leskanich crooned, “Happy Birthday to yoooouuu,” and could only think: So this is my fuckin’ life, huh?


That day, Teddy came face-to-face with the fact that his existence wasn’t much different from the men he used to work beside. Yeah, there were more zeros in his bankbook, but the things about those guys’ lives he’d found depressing—their passionless marriages and absentee parenting, the ceiling capping their existences . . . in a horrible irony that only proved God must be a moron—he’d inherited all that, too.


Jesus Hopalong Christ, how? Teddy had played it smart, played it close to the bone, and, okay, played it a little ruthlessly from time to time. And what had it earned him? A life he sort of despised.


Teddy had been young enough to change right there at his fortieth birthday party. He could’ve put an egg in his shoe and beat it. Sold his company, renounced his fortune, and wandered the earth doing good deeds like the Littlest Hobo. But he felt shackled to his obligations. So he’d stuck with Wifey #3 for thirty-six years, until they both went soft in the gut and Teddy, feeling the Reaper’s shroud riffling at his heels, got a quickie divorce and married Wifey #4, Tiffani, thirty years his junior and built like a brick shithouse. The sex was great (God bless those little blue pills, which were the only pills worth a tin shit), until one afternoon Teddy’s hands started to shake and he couldn’t figure out how to stop them.


Parkinson’s worked its grim magic on his nervous system. He visited doctors, got tests, tried wacky new age therapies, necked a mountain of medications. His libido went straight into the piss-tank: even those blue pills and all of Tiffani’s cathouse efforts couldn’t convince his Jolly Roger to fly. Not that it mattered: he was about as horny as a homo at a Mary Kay party.


Teddy had gone to his first assisted-suicide appointment alone.


Goddamn, he’d wanted to die. That cold, sunless certainty swept over him. He felt age in every part of him. He’d give half his fortune to take a proper shit, the sort he used to drop in Port-o-Lets at worksites without ever taking note of what a grand pleasure it was.


And then, after his final MAID appointment, this Salters guy had shown up. Salters and that apple-cheeked doctor on Salters’s cell phone.


And now here Teddy was, in a boat with another terminal man—Teddy could see death crawling all over poor Frank—off to some island in the godforsaken hinterlands.


The prospect held no fear for him. What was he leaving behind? A pair of middle-aged sons who’d inherit his company and burn it to the studs with their stupidity, but ah well, he still loved those dim-witted lunkheads. Francesca, the only thing he’d felt true pride of creation for, but long estranged, sadly. Wifey #3 remarried to a florist and living in Palm Springs. Tiffani would be well compensated for her pains when he kicked the bucket.


All that remained was the open water and an unknown offer this cherubic doctor had hinted at the edges of without ever clarifying.


Salters said: “There it is, hard off stern.”


It’s the old clapboard church.


This was the sense that reached out to Teddy when he saw the island emerge from a low and circuiting fog that rolled off the water. The feeling reached out from all the way back in his boyhood, when he used to attend church with his mother, who’d been dead thirty years now.


As the mist shredded, Teddy saw a landing dock, a boathouse, and, along the spiny ridgeline, a dark monolith: unforgiving ninety-degree angles from end to end, as flat and imposing as an obelisk rested on its side. It had no comparison to the homes Teddy had built for nearly half a century. There was nothing hospitable in its outline. It looked like a place the sunlight went to die.


So why did it summon the same feel of that clapboard church on the hillside near his childhood home? The memory came of sitting uncomfortably upright in a pew beside his mother as she fanned herself with a vespers leaflet and gloomy Pastor Bailey recited the liturgy—the feeling that God’s eye was trained on this church with special intensity . . . except Teddy wasn’t welcome in this exalted place, safe under the eye of heaven. Instead, there had been this feeling of being assessed and judged.


Why are you here, sinner? How dare you darken this holy place!


Teddy never felt that sort of appraisal when he was actively sinning, which he’d done recklessly all throughout his adulthood. But as a boy in that hillside church, he’d often felt . . .


Unclean.


Him. Theodore Horatio Bassiano.


He felt it again now. He was the unclean one, coming to sully the sanctity of this secluded sanctuary. A demon slipping in the back door to defile every saintly thing.


How is that possible, though—I’m a dying old man, Teddy thought. I’m too tired to defile anything.
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four.


FRANK STEPPED off the boat with his oxygen mask hanging down around his throat; there came a sssss as his machine pumped O2 against his Adam’s apple.


Did he even need it now? The air out here was crisp and unpolluted, with an alkaline tang that rose off the bedrock of the island. Maybe—


Frank began to cough, which immediately turned into a hacking so wretched that he doubled over, fumbling for his air supply.


Teddy’s hand gripped the back of his head, the other his mask, which was placed back over Frank’s nose and mouth.


“Thanks,” Frank wheezed. “Good looking out.”


Teddy seemed unsure. “I got lucky, Franky. Sometimes I can get the shakes under control, but beyond that I’m for-shit, so don’t count on me.”


Someone was moseying down the dock to greet them. Late forties, trim and weather-beaten in jeans and a coral-green shirt. He had the solitary aspect of a forest ranger who’d spent the last twenty years up in a lookout tower.


“You gentlemen doing all right?”


“Relax—we’re not thumb-sucking infants,” Teddy told him sharply. “My friend just needed a bit of help with his breathing gear.”


The man smiled, unoffended. “Well, okay then. I’m Moses Squires.” Extending a hand with squared-off fingers, he shook with Frank and Teddy. “I’ll escort you up to the laboratory.”


“So that’s a lab?” Teddy looked dubious. “Looks more like a five-star penitentiary.”


Whatever it was, the building could be reached only by a staircase that ascended from the dock up the ridge of the island. There had to be about a hundred and fifty goddamn steps.


Catching Frank’s reluctance, Moses said: “I believe you’ll manage. The others made it, and some of them are worse off than you two.”


“Thanks for the pep talk there, Moses,” Teddy said. “We taking your ark up?”


Moses’s smile persisted. “It’ll have to be two feet and a heartbeat, Mr. Bassiano.”


THE FIRST few stairs were easy enough for Frank. Each was doubly as wide as a standard step, carved into the black rock. But before the quarterway point, Frank’s heart was thumping painfully. He felt its sullen weight behind his ribs: an overcooked rump roast swaddled in snot.


The staircase was wide enough for Frank and Teddy to walk side by side. Teddy’s face was set in a rictus of agony, hands clenched so tightly that his knuckles were tiny snowcaps. Moses Squires and John Salters followed a respectful distance behind, carting their luggage.


Up and up the two old men toiled. Frank cranked the dial on his machine to full-tilt. Oxygen pumped into his mask faster than he could inhale it; the pure O2 concentration made him slightly delirious. Teddy’s teeth were clenched so tightly that his jawbone was visible; Frank swore he could hear the brittle grind of Teddy’s molars.


One foot in front of the other. The sun beat down from a suddenly cloudless sky. Was the staircase elongating? Goddamn thing felt like an escalator running in the wrong direction.


Frank turned and looked behind him, fighting a wave of wooziness . . . Teddy had stopped a few steps back, scrabbling for something in his pocket. Retreating down the stairs, sacrificing some of his precious gains (Leave him, yammered a selfish voice in Frank’s head. He’s a goner, every man for himself!), Frank helped Teddy retrieve his pill caddy from his pocket, which Teddy was shaking too badly to grasp.


“Can I help out?” Moses said from behind them.


Teddy could only make an inarticulate note of rage. “Nyaaah!” With one trembling finger, Teddy poked Frank in the chest. “Him.”


Fishing a pill from the caddy, Frank thumbed it into Teddy’s mouth—he had to jerk his thumb back as Teddy’s teeth snapped shut.


“Good to go,” Teddy said, though his shakes didn’t seem to diminish much.


The two of them trudged onward. By the halfway point Frank’s heart was shrieking in his chest, a kettle reaching a frothy boil. Either Teddy’s meds had taken effect or he was too stubborn to give in to his tremors; whatever the case, he was five steps ahead of Frank by then.


“Don’t let the bastards grind you down, Frank!” Teddy called without glancing back.


Only a few days ago, Frank had resigned himself to death. But now—if only to satisfy his curiosity—he needed to reach the doors of the cathedral that loomed tantalizingly above him. There was no goddamn way he could let himself die on the cusp of such a mystery.


Problem was, Frank’s exhaustion was making him delusional. How else to explain the fact he’d begun to hear the voice of an old-school Mustache Pete mobster over his shoulder? Frank swore he could smell the pepperoni-stink of the guy’s breath on the back of his neck, too.


Nyaah, see, who’s dis dirty rat? Let’s fit him for a pair of cement overshoes and dump him inna rivah.


That was exactly how Frank’s feet felt, too. Two cannonballs dipped in fast-dry cement. His ankles creaked as he lifted one arch-supported shoe, barely sliding the sole over the edge of the next stair before dragging his other shoe up to meet it—


Nyaah, fugget it. Dis old bastid is already dead, he just don’t know it yet.


Frank gritted his teeth against that loathsome voice. A hundred and twenty steps . . . a hundred and thirty. Frank’s blood slowed to a sludgy crawl; his heartbeat took on the sad mutter of a man screaming inside his own coffin . . . until the staircase met its unexpected end—the summit came so abruptly that Frank swooned, lurching on the balls of his feet as he took the final few steps at a clumsy tilt carrying him up to where Teddy was heaving, his hands on his kneecaps—miraculously, Frank was there.


Frank stood facing a set of double doors. He barely had a chance to give himself a mental pat on the back—Holy shit, you did it!—before Moses Squires slid past him, gripped the brass handles on the doors, and pulled them wide.


“Gentlemen, welcome to Spindrift.”


FRANK DIDN’T know what he’d expected. But not this.


The space they’d stepped into looked no different than a doctor’s waiting room. Brown walls and floor, some off-brand art deco chairs, a spider fern in desperate need of watering.


“Flutter flutter, heart be still,” Teddy said.


Moses said, “There’s more. That I can promise. John will stow your bags for you. We’ll join the others, which is when you will all meet Dr. Strauss.”


“Wait—I thought the doctor’s name was Marsh,” Frank said.


“Dr. Strauss works with . . . well, for . . . Dr. Marsh. As far as medical oversight goes, it’s just the two of them up here.”


Off this comment, Moses and John traded a covert glance. Frank couldn’t intuit what that glance meant—but it bothered him, just a bit.


“And what do you do, Moses?” Teddy asked. “You seem like you ought to be mushing sled dogs through the bush, not working with a couple of Poindexters.”


“Once upon a time, I did lead wilderness adventures,” Moses told him. “But that’s a young man’s game.”


“Are you Iroquois?” Teddy was eyeing Moses. “I used to work with a couple. Good fellas, kept to themselves.”


Moses regarded Teddy with newfound appreciation. “Yeah, that’s right. My people are from the Cayuga tribe. As for what I do around here, you could call me a general grunt. Both John and I. If Dr. Marsh or Strauss says jump, we ask how high. Now, if you’re ready, please follow along. Everybody’s waiting.”


Moses led them through a door that opened into a clinical white hallway. The smell of hot sparks hung in the air. Frank had the sense of unknown industry on the other side of the walls: a leaden bristle, as if a hundred Tesla balls were spitting in that secretive neighboring space. The hallway moved past a series of darkened panes of glass before reaching another nondescript door.


“In here,” Moses beckoned.


The room reminded Frank of a portable classroom. Track lights hummed in a popcorn ceiling. No desks, only a few rows of utility chairs. Even a whiteboard.


When he and Teddy shuffled in, all eyes turned.


Eight red-rimmed, rheumy eyes.


It’s official, Frank thought with a note of hilarity. This Dr. Marsh has a type . . .
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five.


. . . OLD FARTS with one foot in the grave.


The four individuals who sat slumped in the chairs spaced across the room were around Frank’s age. Which was to say, old as owl shit.


Frank counted two men and two women. One of the ladies smiled as Frank shuffled to the empty chair beside her. Her teeth were porcelain white; he caught a faint whiff of Poligrip. He could see yards of wrinkled skin draping old bones and could make out the low-profile outline of a bag—colostomy or catheter, Frank couldn’t tell—strapped to one guy’s leg. A liniment-and-mothball scent permeated the air.


Frank had come out to the wilderness only to wind up back at the care home.


Weird, but some days Frank still felt young. It was an illusion—one look in the mirror would clear that up quick as a lick . . . over the last decade he’d found himself unselfconsciously doing what he considered to be “old person” things. The first time Frank had blown his nose into a Kleenex and stuffed it up the sleeve of his sweater, Lord, he’d nearly shit a brick. But his brain had evidently decreed Kleenexes to be multiuse sometime after he’d turned seventy. He’d noted that cut-glass bowls seemed to magically appear on old ladies’ coffee tables, too, filled with pink-and-white chicken-bone candies all stuck together in a sharp ball.


“I feel like I’m back in Sister Fitzgibbons’s classroom,” Teddy announced. “She’s gonna give me the strap when she finds the Bettie Page pinup taped to the inside of my desk.”


The man with the bag gave a wan chuckle. Frank could tell the guy used to be bigger—those size fifteen clodhoppers he wore stood testament to that, plus he still carried the broad shoulders—but he was now yellowy and cored-out, those shoulders looking like a wooden coat hanger with a paper ghost fluttering from it.


The door opened. A woman in her mid-thirties stepped in, sliding between Moses and Salters. She took a seat facing the group.


“Hello, everyone. I’m so glad you all made it.”


She wore jeans, boots, a cable-knit sweater. Her hair was cut in a no-nonsense bob.


“I’m Dr. Veronica Strauss. I only introduce myself as Doctor to separate my role here from that of Moses and John. I’m part of the other side of Spindrift’s operation. I’m a bioethicist. Not sure if anyone’s familiar with what someone like me does?”


Teddy snapped his fingers. “Damn, why did I let my subscription to Obscure Jobs Monthly expire?”


Strauss had an engaging smile. “Very clever, Mr. Bassiano. So, when we’re talking bioethics, we’re looking at the role of ethics in healthcare. I’m here as a safeguard. When you’re driving a car, you want to test the brakes every so often to make sure they’re still working. I’m the brakes on this island.”


“You’re a cop for doctors.”


“Yes, Missus Dodds,” Strauss answered the frost-haired woman to Frank’s left. “That’s a great way to put it. I’ve been onboarded to ensure that research here at Spindrift is done ethically, and that the doctors—or in our case, the single research professional spearheading this project—adhere to upright practices.”


Dr. Strauss looked at each of them in turn. “But please understand that my presence should alert you to the fact—before you even exit this room—that the work going on under this roof is groundbreaking, controversial, and yes, it runs the risk of ethical quandary.”


“Listen, miss,” said the big cadaverous guy. “My last job was at a textile mill. Now I got a pair of busted lungs from inhaling mixed fabric fibers. I don’t read the newspaper other than the funny pages, and I dropped out of school after grade nine.” He grimaced, breathing so hard he was nearly gasping. “Quandary? Bioethics? Just dumb it down, wouldya?”


“I’ll try, Mr. Udall,” Strauss said. “But some of this stuff is complex—I mean, for me it’s complex, and I’ve been here nearly nine months. Why don’t we introduce ourselves? Just your name, your age, and maybe an interesting fact about you.”


Frank found himself slouching deeper in his chair. What was this, first day of class? What next, show-and-tell?


The frost-haired lady went first. “I’m Madeline Dodds. Maddy if you like. I’m eighty-four. Worked in corporate finance. Never married, no kids.” Then, as if forced into the confession: “Lyme disease. Tick bite. I went for a walk with my collie years ago, got bit, didn’t realize it, missed the treatment window.”


The other woman introduced herself next. “Claire Blessings. Seventy-nine. A homemaker. Separated with one child . . . diabetes got its hooks in me. My ex, Joe, said sugar was going to be the death of me. That was just more of his bullshit, because he was going to be the death of me. But he went belly-up first.”


“Okay! And on that cheery note, hey ya! I’m Teddy.”


Teddy was in his late seventies, a home builder, divorced a bunch with some kids he didn’t see a whole lot of. “And now I’m here with you fine people. I’ve already met Franky Fast Fingers over there and look forward to hamming it up with the rest of you . . . unless we get dosed on laughing gas and have our organs harvested by the good doctor over here.”


Next up was the walking corpse, Hugo Udall. Evidently he was seventy-six, but looked a hundred years old if he was a day.


“Like I say, my lungs’re full of fabric junk. I got a lawsuit against my old boss, but my lawyer, this jerk named Johnny Celtina, he’s so crooked he has to screw his socks on. Don’t hire him, none a you. That bastard is gonna make sure I’m dead before I see one thin dime.”


The last man was Davey Jacobs. A big-bellied Christian. Davey had a Bible (“I never leave the house without the Good Book along”) conspicuously displayed on his lap. He had some kind of cancer. Bone or blood, Frank wasn’t really listening to him.


Frank told everyone his name and age, then clammed up. Just the facts, ma’am. He didn’t want to tell the others what he was dying from. Illnesses were all anyone talked about at Frank’s care home. Once you get sick, like downward-spiral sick, your whole personhood vanished into your disease. It became your sole notable trait.


Greetings and salutations, I’m Frank Heart Failure. This is my new friend, Teddy Parkinson’s. Have you met Maddy Lyme Disease and Hugo Fabric Scraps in His Lungs?


Frank looked straight at Dr. Strauss. “Now, are you going to tell us why we’re here?”


“I will, but I can only partially explain. You’ll need to meet Dr. Marsh—”


Teddy said, “Yeah, so where is this mysterious Dr. Marsh? She was the one on the phone, wasn’t she? Did the rest of you speak to her, too?”


A round of nods met Teddy’s question.


“You’ll see her after we’re done, Mr. Bassiano. And,” Strauss stressed, “you can leave at any point. We will have you brought back to the mainland. But if you decide to go forward, we will soon arrive at a point of consequence. Several, in fact, staggered over the next few hours. With those points come decisions, and eventually an ironclad commitment on your end.”


“That doesn’t sound entirely ethical, Dr. Cop,” Maddy remarked. “Sounds like you’re trying to force a half dozen elderly and possibly doddery people into something. Or trick them.”


“I promise you it’s not like that,” Strauss said. “But it is a delicate navigation. We’re on the event horizon out here. You’ll soon see that. But I’m telling you that nobody will ever force you to stay.”


“I won’t agree to anything where I don’t know the shape of it,” Hugo said. “It’d be like sticking your hand into a box that you don’t know what’s inside.”


“You’ll know exactly what you’re committing to,” Strauss assured him. “Mr. Bassiano, you asked about Dr. Marsh. Does the name Astrid Marsh mean anything to any of you?”


Frank had, in fact, googled “Dr. Marsh” on the public computer at the care home. There were over a hundred in Toronto alone. A dozen of them were podiatrists, go figure.


“Dr. Marsh’s name is known intimately in specialized circles, spoken of reverently—well, mostly,” Strauss went on. “Albert Einstein’s IQ was measured in the 160s. Stephen Hawking’s as well. The highest recorded IQ is 276, held by a South Korean mathematician.”


Strauss paused, her eyes blinking closed for a heartbeat. “Dr. Marsh’s is in the range of 290, though more likely the 300s. She’s never consented to a full IQ test, but that’s the best guess on assessable factors.”


“Little Miss Big Brain,” Teddy said. “She must be a gas at parties.”


“I’d be surprised if she’s ever gone to a party. Astrid’s barely old enough to drink legally, and I don’t believe she’s ever had so much as a sip.”


A quiver ran through the room. Claire said, “Wait, how old is she?”


“Nineteen,” Strauss said. “Nineteen years, one hundred and two days old.”


“You’re saying Doogie Howser runs this place?” said Maddy.


Claire said: “Jesus. My kid is older than her.”


“All our kids are older than her,” said Teddy.


Strauss shut her eyes again. A bone-deep weariness seemed to course through her.


“Astrid had an unremarkable upbringing. Until she was four, there wasn’t much to indicate her exceptionality. But by six, she was reading at an adult level. She completed high school in ten weeks, graduating at eight years old. She enrolled at Princeton the same year. Her studies concluded when her professors confessed that she was operating at a higher level of function than they could keep up with or even properly comprehend.”


Strauss opened her eyes. “At fourteen, Astrid was granted legal emancipation from her parents. By then she had her own lab, where she was working—largely in solitude, but for a period with another young prodigy—on the process she’ll introduce you to shortly.”


Strauss twitched her nose, a bunny-like tic. “Astrid Marsh is one of the most remarkable human beings to have ever set foot on this earth. That’s my opinion, having spent nearly a year in her company. But she is also the most sheltered and blindered individual—in most ways still a girl—you will ever meet. That’s the result of the life she’s been pulled into, somewhat against her will. Yet when you are blessed with such gifts . . . the world expects you to use them.”


“I think you’ve described an idiot savant,” Teddy said.


“You’ll have to make your own judgment. I shouldn’t influence you. Not very ethical of me. However, I’d hesitate to use the word ‘idiot’ and Astrid Marsh in the same sentence.”


“Why us, then?” Frank asked. “What’s special about us that you dragged us out here with all the cloak-and-dagger?”


Strauss replied, “Mr. Doyle, there was no specific reason it had to be any of you. You were all within geographic range and present with maladies common to your cohort. Astrid requested subjects aged seventy-five to eighty-five. She didn’t wish this to replicate one of those private rocket flights where only the rich could take part.” She paused fractionally before going on. “Plus, you’ve all elected to receive MAID.”


Something passed through the group. A breed of guilt, perhaps, as if a secret had slipped free of their collective heart and gone drifting around the room.


“In fact, it’s highly likely that none of you would be alive now, if not for Dr. Marsh’s offer.” Strauss clapped her hands. “Which I know is still obscure, so without further ado—”


Moses began handing out thick leaflets, one to each of them.


“This is a nondisclosure agreement. If you consent to continue, you’ll have to sign it. What lies beyond that door is proprietary intellectual and developmental property.”


Hugo snorted in irritation. “Come again?”


“Apologies, Mr. Udall,” Strauss said. “In plain English, signing this means you cannot talk to anyone about what you’ve seen here.”


Teddy said: “Can’t have us blabbing, huh? Well, these honeyed lips are sealed.”


He was already signing. Hugo and Davey and Claire did, too. Frank flipped through the document, which made as much sense to him as the Hong Kong phone book.


“This isn’t legal,” Madeline said. “You know that, don’t you? Who’s to say any of us are of sound-enough mind to understand what we’re signing?”


“You don’t have to sign,” Strauss said. “But your tour will end right here in this room should you refuse.”


“It’s not legally binding,” Maddy relented, scribbling her name. “Any halfway decent lawyer would use this as toilet paper.”


When the NDAs were completed, Moses collected them.


“Let’s head off, then,” said Strauss. “Dr. Marsh will be waiting for you.”
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six.


MADELINE DODDS slipped in between Frank and Hugo at the rear of the line. The cocksure one, Teddy, headed the group like an overeager schoolboy. Dr. Strauss was ahead of him. The two Native gentlemen trailed the procession.


As they moved down an antiseptic hallway strung out under humming halogen lights, Maddy found herself deep in thought. She’d always been an analytical type who could—as her underlings once noted—find the angle in a circle. Being the lone woman in the Toronto financial sector during the Gordon Gekko Eighties necessitated that she always be one step ahead. If that earned her the label of a shrew or a ballbuster or even a cunt, well, so what? Money talks, bullshit walks. And Maddy had survived many skirmishes and earned her battle scars while her male competitors fell dead (career-wise, anyway) by the wayside.


Ever since she’d agreed to come to this island, Maddy’s ole brain had been cooking; the gears ratcheting, pistons pumping, smoke just about curling out of her ears. It felt good to use her noodle again because for as long as she could recall, Maddy had barely used her brain at all. Chalk that up to the damn Lyme disease.


A tick had gotten trapped in the exposed hem of her panties while she was out walking her collie, Spell, dead three years now. It was a habit she’d stuck to without fail: five days a week, fifty-two weeks a year, through six dogs (Art, Fred, Ginger, Goldie, Wiley, Spell), for her adult life. But it ended when that little parasite supped on her blood without Maddy knowing; within a week she’d felt as if she’d been wrapped head to toe in a lead radiation suit.


By the time she consulted a doctor, the tick’s foulness had shot right through her. She’d been seventy-six at the time. No spouse or partner. No children. Few real friends. But there were those millions in the bank. She’d had a six-month intercontinental trip lined up: Australia, China, Singapore, Europe. Maddy embarked on it despite her crippling tiredness, but after a few days found herself weeping on the king-size bed in a Melbourne five-star hotel.


She was so damned sick. So shockingly, frighteningly old.


A tick. The stupid bad luck of it all! Hadn’t she been good, mostly? Shouldn’t her resilience in a man’s world be rewarded in the form of a long and healthy life?


HAH! laughed the universe. Instead, the grand prize goes to . . . the tick!


Maddy had scheduled her first MAID appointment without telling a soul. Truth be told, there were precious few who’d have cared much one way or the other.


Which had led Maddy Dodds here, to whatever this was. As far as she could see, a half dozen geezers gift wrapped and delivered to this uncanny island. Dr. Strauss with her NDA. Dr. Marsh, the child genius with her big but enigmatic ideas.


THE PROCESSION arrived at a pair of spotless glass doors, which slid open with an inrush of air. Dr. Strauss stepped into a vast unknown space. The rest shuffled after her.


They stood on a platform overlooking an immense laboratory floor. The facade Maddy had glimpsed from the boat—the black face of Spindrift as seen from the water approaching the island—had given no hint as to its true size. The lab itself was as big as your average Costco . . . larger, perhaps, as much lay shrouded in shadows.


It sprawled out under the cavernous ceiling. Maddy counted at least ten separate work areas, each of them twice the size of a well-funded university lab. Every zone (pod was the word her brain settled around) sat in a pool of light cast from high-intensity halogens; corridors of shadow ran in interconnected laneways between each. The interplay of light and darkness gave the lab the gridded appearance of a city block: the pods resembled lit apartment towers with darkened roadways running between them. Her eyes snagged on ill-defined shapes that sat at the fluttering edge of the pods; these could be items or machines of a scientific nature, but as to what kind of science, at the service of an as-yet-unstated goal, she had no clue.


Maddy saw a bank of what she figured were supercomputers a short distance from the platform they stood upon. The black, blockish units sat humming in liquid-cooled vaults in the pod beneath her. Another pod hosted an array of clear Lexan cages in which she caught signs of furtive movement. Were those animals?


Back in the nineties, Maddy had arranged a hostile takeover of a cosmetics company. Her first order of business was to shut down two animal-testing labs, and she’d taken pains to ensure the animals—those who weren’t hopelessly ill or insane—were rehomed in species-appropriate sanctuaries. Whatever was going on here, the use of animals put a bad taste in Maddy’s mouth.


The rest of the pods were largely inexplicable to her. Above your pay grade, darlin’, as the Bay Street boys used to tell her . . . before Maddy became their boss. A bristling sonic note rose from within Spindrift, a sound composed of many industries, mechanical and organic, that pinged on the sensitive apparatus of Maddy’s inner ear.


“That must’ve set someone back a few bucks,” Hugo said.


He was pointing at the cylindrical vessel in the center of the laboratory, stretching from floor to ceiling. A water tank, far bigger than Maddy suspected you’d find in any zoo or aquarium on earth. Within its clear curving glass pulsed what had to be thousands of jellyfish.


Maddy’s feelings on jellyfish sat somewhere between awe and ick. Of anything on this planet, they seemed most likely to have been left behind by visiting aliens. The formless bells of their bodies and the bloodred beaded stems that trailed from within those bells, the million-skillion tentacles—some of them tipped with poison—hanging limpidly as they drifted in the phantom current inside the massive cylinder . . .


As a girl, Maddy often visited her grandparents’ cottage near Shediac Beach in New Brunswick. One morning the tide receded to leave the sand splotched with hundreds of lion’s mane jellyfish. Maddy had stepped nimbly between their dinner-plate-size bodies, their tentacles twitching in pools of salt water. She’d poked one with a bit of driftwood. Its rubbery texture reminded her of Jell-O skin.


“Who’s footing the bill for this, Dr. Strauss?” Maddy asked.


This wasn’t a government- or university-sponsored operation. They wouldn’t have the financial means for something of this scale. It would cost hundreds of millions—though most likely capital-B billions—to build this, especially in the middle of nowhere. That kind of outlay could only mean corporate interests were at play. Big-money backers, potentially silent ones.


Before Strauss could reply, a voice trailed up from below.


“Did they sign your papers yet?”


At the foot of a staircase leading from the platform to the lab floor, Maddy got her first glimpse of Dr. Astrid Marsh.


DR. STRAUSS had told them Astrid was young, but nothing could’ve prepared Maddy for the wee elf at the bottom of the stairs. The spray of acne on Astrid’s forehead. The fall of lank, colorless hair that flipped out in fey wings above her ears. Her freckled cheeks. The willowy unsexed body. The green of her eyes was as pronounced as it had been on the phone days ago. In place of a lab coat Astrid wore jeans, sneakers, and a Star Trek T-shirt.


“Everyone has signed, Dr. Marsh,” Strauss confirmed.


Astrid spanked her palms. “Whoa, all right, awesome! I’m so glad you could come. You’re looking, uhh . . .” Astrid trailed off, and Maddy guessed it was because she couldn’t find anything positive to say about their appearance. “. . . well, hey, this is gonna be a real good time!” She made her way to the base of the stairs. “Come. Come down, don’t be shy.”


Maddy and the others went down to join her. Maddy noticed how Strauss set her fingers on Astrid’s shoulder as if to calm her—she also saw Astrid jerk at Strauss’s touch, shrugging her fingers off.


“Everyone’s excited to hear what you’ve got to show them.” Dr. Strauss adopted the demeanor of a nursery school teacher. “Isn’t that right, everybody?”


“Yeah, thrilled to death,” Frank croaked.


Astrid missed Frank’s lame joke. “Have any of you worked in a laboratory? No? I figured as much. But it’s okay! You don’t need to know how any of this stuff works. I do. Everything would be, like, a complete fucking disaster without me.”


Maddy caught Dr. Strauss’s pained smile, as if the girl genius was failing a simple social graces test. Spinning on her heel, Astrid strode off into the lab.


“Follow me, gang!” she called without looking back.


They had to hurry to keep up, falling steadily behind until Dr. Strauss called out: “Dr. Marsh, remember that this is a tour, not a race.”


Astrid checked up at the perimeter of a lit pod. The one full of cages. Maddy caught the scurry of rodents, which, God help her . . . all creatures great and small, sure, but the order Rodentia—rats, especially—stirred an instinctive revulsion in her. Maddy could now see that at least half of the cages contained white lab rats with licorice-whip tails and ruby eyes.


“Do you guys know why you’re all dying?” Astrid asked abruptly. “I don’t mean what specifically,” she went on, pointing at each of them in turn. “Congestive heart failure—Lyme disease—Parkinson’s—chronic diabetes—colorectal cancer—pulmonary edema with associated comorbidities . . . I mean, like, what’s going on inside your bodies right now as you’re dying.”


“Young lady,” Maddy remarked, “I have to say you lack something in bedside manner.”


Astrid’s neck flushed at the scolding. “Sorry. I’m . . . always saying weird stuff and making people mad at me.”


“An honest mistake,” Strauss gently soothed in full nursery school mode. “Missus Dodds doesn’t dislike you. Do you, Madeline?”


“I barely know you, Astrid. But I encourage you to please go on and tell us all why we’re dying.”


“Well, okay then,” Astrid said, taking Maddy’s directive literally. “You’re dying because you’ve passed a point of cellular senescence. Which is a fancy way of saying that your cells, all the little building blocks of Y-O-U, have turned against you. Nature has decided you’ve had enough time on earth, and senescence is its way of getting rid of you.”


“Mother Nature’s way of clearing the decks,” said Frank.


“Right!” Astrid clapped her hands. “But not all life on earth is subject to senescence. Some animals, like rock bass and tortoises and even seagulls—yeah, they die, but they don’t age. At least, not the way we do. That’s a phenomenon called negligible senescence.”


She spun, orienting herself, and said: “Here’s what I mean, right over here.”


She led them deeper into the pod, where clear plastic terrariums sat upon metal columns. Maddy’s flesh seized in knots as they passed between the rats’ enclosures. Past those were some species of golden-contoured lizards, then a pair of tortoises lazing in a pen that appeared too small for them . . .


“Look at these happy fellows in here.”


They clustered around a display containing a Habitrail-type system of tubes. At the heart of the arrangement lay four hairless, supremely ugly creatures with yellow buckteeth.


“Naked mole rats,” Astrid told them. “Two adults and two juveniles. There’s a fifteen-year age gap—and these little guys can live up to thirty years. But guess what? By all key life markers, all four are functionally the same. You can hardly tell the difference, right?”


Maddy stared at the fumbling little brutes. They did all look alike.


“Okay, but what does that mean?” Hugo asked.


Astrid said: “If humans aged the same way these mole rats do, we’d look and function like twenty-five-year-olds when we’re eighty. These moles’ bodies, their whole system, have evolved to exist in a perfect stasis. Their brains and hearts and lungs hardly degrade at all, until one fine day, boom, they just drop dead.”


“Wouldn’t be a bad way to go,” Teddy mused.


“Yeah, and there isn’t the, the . . .” Astrid’s gaze tracked over her guests. “. . . the steady decline.” She bent, intently observing the mole rats. “So why can’t we age that way, too?”


“Because this isn’t Star Trek,” Claire said.


Astrid pirouetted on her heel to face her. “You like Star Trek? It’s a very good show, isn’t it? Have you watched Picard yet? You should.” She pointed at Claire. “I demand you watch it, on penalty of death!” She gripped her thumb on the opposite hand, yanking until the veins bulged on her forearm. “Hah! I’m just kidding, miss, um, who are you?”


“Claire.”


“Claire, right! Only kidding.”


On that, Astrid marched onward. To the group, Strauss said: “It’s a big day for her. She’s a bit nervous.”


“No, I’m no-oo-ot!” Astrid shouted back in a ringing singsong.


THE GROUP caught up with Astrid at the base of the cylindrical tank Maddy had seen earlier. It was at least twenty feet wide, ascending fifty feet to the ceiling.


Thousands of vibrantly colored jellyfish wafted in the clear water. The current corkscrewed upward, pulling the jellyfish in a conical trajectory. There were many species of many colors. A few were huge—the main mass of the largest specimen umbrellaed the top of the tank in a diaphanous purple ring; from that ring descended what Maddy had always thought of as a jellyfish’s exposed gut sack: this one had both the size and appearance of the human organ system, the naked lungs and liver and intestines, all tinted a violent crimson.


The jellyfishes’ tentacles hung down in numberless profusion, each strand curling and licking. The smaller jellyfish—their bodies varied from the size of a manhole cover to that of a teacup saucer—drifted in the shadow of the huge one in the manner of feeder fish sheltering among the roots of a mangrove tree.


The sight was so bizarrely transfixing that it sent a shiver through Maddy’s stomach. Somehow, they were worse than the rats.


“Those other animals,” Astrid said, “the mole rats, et cetera, they live differently—I’d argue better—than we do. But they still die. Every single thing on earth dies eventually, if something doesn’t kill it first. All except one.”


Astrid directed their attention to a much smaller tank below the huge one. There, visible within the foot-by-foot-wide panes, rested a glowing green fishhook the thickness of a spaghetti strand. Rounded at one end, with a nest of hairline growths sprouting from the other.


As their shadows fell over its tank, the creature tensed in the manner of a muscle contracting: a spasmodic twitch that echoed the crack of a tiny whip.


“What is that?” Maddy asked.


“This is my Hydra,” Astrid said reverently. “And it can live forever.”
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