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  TO GRANDPARENTS




  For Mae and Ed, whom I wish I had known better




  For Esther and John, who welcomed me into their family




  For Louise and Bill, who adopted me out of pure generosity.










  “HOW DARE YOU SPORT THUS WITH LIFE.”




  Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley


  Frankenstein (1818)
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  ENERGY had been building within the millions of neurons since they’d first formed six months previously. The nerve

  cells were sizzling with electrical energy steadily galvanizing toward a voltaic threshold. The arborization of the nerve cells’ dendrites and the supporting microglia cells had been

  increasing at an exponential rate, with hundreds of thousands of new synaptic connections arising every hour. It was like a nuclear reactor on the brink of hypercriticality.




  At last it happened! The threshold was reached and surpassed. Microbolts of electric charges spread like wildfire through the complicated plexus of synaptic connections, energizing the whole

  mass. Intracellular vesicles poured forth their neurotransmitters and neuromodulators, increasing the level of excitation to another critical point.




  Out of this complex microscopic cellular activity emerged one of the mysteries of the universe: consciousness! Mind had once more been born of matter.




  Consciousness was the faculty that provided foundation for memory and meaning; and also terror and dread. With consciousness came the burden of knowledge of eventual death. But at that

  moment, the consciousness created was consciousness without awareness. Awareness was next and soon to come.










  Prologue
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    October 11, 1978


  




  “Oh, God!” Mary Millman said, gripping the sheets with both hands. The agony was starting again in her lower abdomen, spreading rapidly into her groin and into her

  lower back like a shaft of molten steel.




  “Give me something for the pain! Please! I can’t stand it!” Then she screamed.




  “Mary, you’re doing fine,” Dr. Stedman said calmly. “Just take deep breaths.” He was putting on a pair of rubber gloves, snapping the fingers into place.




  “I can’t take it,” Mary cried hoarsely. She twisted herself into a different position, but it didn’t provide any relief. Each second the pain intensified. She held her

  breath and, by reflex, contracted every muscle in her body.




  “Mary!” Dr. Stedman said firmly, grabbing Mary’s arm. “Don’t push! It won’t help until your cervix is dilated. And it might hurt the baby!”




  Mary opened her eyes and tried to relax her body. Her breath came out in an agonized groan. “I can’t help it,” she whimpered through tears. “Please—I can’t

  take it. Help me!” Her words were lost in another shriek.




  Mary Millman was a twenty-two-year-old secretary who worked for a department store in downtown Detroit. When she’d seen the advertisement to be a surrogate mother, the idea of the money

  had seemed like a godsend—a perfect way for her to finally settle the seemingly endless debts left from her mother’s long illness. But never having been pregnant or seen a birth, except

  in movies, she’d had no idea what it would be like. At the moment she couldn’t think about the thirty thousand dollars she was to receive when it was all over, a figure much higher than

  the “going” fee for surrogacy in Michigan, the one state where an infant could be adopted before birth. She thought she was going to die.




  The pain peaked, then leveled off. Mary was able to snatch a few shallow breaths. “I need a pain shot,” she said with some difficulty.” Her mouth was dry.




  “You’ve already had two,” Dr. Stedman answered. He was preoccupied with removing the pair of gloves he’d contaminated by grabbing her arm, replacing them with a new and

  sterile pair.




  “I don’t feel them,” Mary moaned.




  “Maybe not at the height of a contraction,” Dr. Stedman said, “but just a few moments ago you were asleep.”




  “I was?” Mary looked up for confirmation into the face of Marsha Frank, one of the adoptive parents, who was gently wiping her forehead with a cool, damp washcloth. Marsha nodded.

  She had a warm, empathetic smile. Mary liked her and was thankful Marsha had insisted on being present at the birth. Both Franks had made that a condition of the agreement, though Mary was less

  enthusiastic about the prospective father, who was constantly barking orders at her.




  “Remember, the baby gets whatever medications you get,” he was now saying sharply. “We can’t jeopardize his life just to ease your pain.”




  Dr. Stedman gave Victor Frank a quick look. The man was getting on his nerves. As far as Dr. Stedman was concerned, Frank was the worst prospective father he’d ever allowed in the labor

  room. What made it particularly astounding was that Frank was a physician himself and had had obstetric training before going into research. If he had had such experience, it certainly didn’t

  show in his bedside manner. A long sigh from Mary brought Dr. Stedman’s attention back to his patient.




  The grimace that had distorted Mary’s face slowly faded. The contraction was obviously over. “Okay,” Dr. Stedman said, motioning for the nurse to lift the sheet covering

  Mary’s legs. “Let’s see what’s going on.” He bent over and positioned Mary’s legs.




  “Maybe we should do an ultrasound?” Victor suggested. “I don’t think we’re making much progress.”




  Dr. Stedman straightened up. “Dr. Frank! If you don’t mind . . .” He let his sentence trail off, hoping that his tone conveyed his irritation.




  Victor Frank looked up at Dr. Stedman, and Stedman suddenly realized the man was terrified. Frank’s face was porcelain white, with beads of perspiration along his hairline. Perhaps using a

  surrogate was a unique strain even for a doctor.




  “Oh!” exclaimed Mary. There was a sudden gush of fluid onto the bed, drawing Dr. Stedman’s attention back to his patient. For the moment he forgot about Frank.




  “That’s the rupture of the membranes,” Dr. Stedman said. “It’s entirely normal, as I explained before. Let’s see where we are with this baby.”




  Mary closed her eyes. She felt fingers going back inside of her. Lying in sheets drenched with her own fluid, she felt humiliated and vulnerable. She’d told herself she was doing this not

  just for the money but to bring happiness to a couple who couldn’t have another baby. Marsha had been so sweet and persuasive. Now she wondered if she’d done the right thing. Then

  another contraction forced all thought from her head.




  “Well, well!” Dr. Stedman exclaimed. “Very good, Mary. Very good indeed.” He snapped off the rubber gloves and tossed them aside. “The baby’s head is now

  engaged and your cervix is almost entirely dilated. Good girl!” He turned to the nurse. “Let’s move the show into the delivery room.”




  “Can I have some pain medicine now?” Mary asked.




  “Just as soon as we get in the delivery room,” Dr. Stedman said cheerfully. He was relieved. Then he felt a hand on his arm.




  “Are you sure the head isn’t too big?” asked Victor abruptly, pulling Dr. Stedman aside.




  Dr. Stedman could feel a tremor in the hand that gripped his arm. He reached up and peeled away the fingers. “I said the head was engaged. That means the head has passed through the pelvic

  inlet. I’m certain you remember that!”




  “Are you sure the head is engaged?” asked Victor.




  A wave of resentment wafted through Dr. Stedman. He was about to lose his temper, but he saw that Frank was trembling with anxiety. Holding his anger in check, Stedman just said, “The head

  is engaged. I’m certain.” Then he added: “If this is upsetting you, perhaps it would be best if you went to the waiting room.”




  “I couldn’t!” Victor said with emphasis. “I’ve got to see this thing through.”




  Dr. Stedman gazed at Dr. Frank. From the first meeting, he’d had a strange feeling about this man. For a while, he’d attributed Frank’s uneasiness to the surrogacy situation,

  but it was more than that. And Dr. Frank was more than the worried father. “I’ve got to see this thing through” was a strange comment for a father-to-be, even a surrogate one. He

  made it sound as if this was some kind of mission, not a joyous—if traumatic—experience involving human beings.




  Marsha was vaguely aware of her husband’s curious behavior as she followed Mary’s bed down the hall to the delivery room. But she was so absorbed in the birth itself she didn’t

  focus on it. With all her heart she wished it were she in the hospital bed. She would have welcomed the pain, even though the birth of their son, David, five years earlier had ended in such a

  violent hemorrhage her doctor had had to perform an emergency hysterectomy to save her life. She and Victor had so desperately wanted a second child. Since she could not bear one, they had weighed

  the options. After some deliberation, they settled on surrogacy as the preferable one. Marsha had been happy about the arrangement, and glad that even before birth, the child was legally theirs,

  but she still would have given anything to have carried this much-longed-for baby herself. For a moment she wondered how Mary could bear to part with him. For that reason she was particularly

  pleased about Michigan law.




  Watching the nurses move Mary to the delivery table, Marsha said softly, “You’re doing just fine. It’s almost over.”




  “Let’s get her on her side,” said Dr. Whitehead, the anesthesiologist, to the nurses. Then, gripping Mary’s arm, she said: “I’m going to give you that

  epidural block we discussed.”




  “I don’t think I want epidural,” said Victor, moving to the opposite side of the delivery table. “Especially not if you’re planning on using a caudal

  approach.”




  “Dr. Frank!” Dr. Stedman said sternly. “You have a choice: either stop interfering or leave the delivery room. Take your pick.” Dr. Stedman had had enough. He’d

  already put up with a number of Frank’s orders, such as performing every known prenatal test, including amniocentesis and chorionic villus biopsy. He’d even permitted Mary to take an

  antibiotic called cephaloclor for three weeks in the early part of the pregnancy. Professionally, he’d felt none of these things were indicated, but he’d gone along with them because

  Dr. Frank had insisted and because the surrogacy status made the situation unique. Since Mary did not object, saying it was all part of the deal she’d struck with the Franks, he didn’t

  mind complying. But that was during the pregnancy. The delivery was a different story, and Dr. Stedman was not about to compromise his methodology for a neurotic colleague. Just what kind of

  medical training had Frank gone through? he wondered. Surely he could abide by standard operating procedures. But here he was questioning each of Stedman’s orders, second-guessing every

  step.




  For a few tense seconds, Victor and Dr. Stedman stood glaring at each other. Victor’s fists were clenched, and for a brief moment Dr. Stedman thought that the man was about to strike him.

  But the moment passed, and Victor slouched away to stand nervously in the corner.




  Victor’s heart was racing and he felt an unpleasant sensation in his abdomen. “Please make the baby normal,” he prayed to himself. He looked over at his wife as his eyes

  clouded with tears. She had wanted another baby so much. He felt himself begin to tremble again. He chided himself inwardly. “I shouldn’t have done it. But please, God—let this

  baby be all right.” He looked up at the clock. The second hand seemed to drag slowly around the face. He wondered how much longer he could stand the tension.




  Dr. Whitehead’s skilled hands had the caudal analgesic in place in seconds. Marsha held Mary’s hand, smiling encouragement as the pain began to ease. The next thing Mary knew was

  that someone was waking her, telling her it was time to push. The second stage of labor went quickly and smoothly, and at 6:04 P.M. a vigorous Victor

  Frank Jr. was born.




  Victor was standing directly behind Dr. Stedman at the moment of birth, holding his breath, trying to see as best he could. As the child came into view, he rapidly scanned the infant as Dr.

  Stedman clamped and cut the cord. Stedman handed the infant to the waiting resident pediatrician, whom Victor followed to the thermostatically controlled infant care unit. The resident put the

  silent infant down and began to examine him. Victor felt a rush of relief. The child appeared normal.




  “Apgar of ten,” the resident called out, indicating that Victor Jr. had the highest possible rating.




  “Wonderful,” said Dr. Stedman, who was busy with Mary and the imminent delivery of the afterbirth.




  “But he’s not crying,” questioned Victor. Doubt clouded his euphoria.




  The resident lightly slapped the soles of Victor Jr.’s feet, then rubbed his back. Still the infant stayed quiet. “But he’s breathing fine.”




  The resident picked up the bulb syringe and tried to suction Victor Jr.’s nose once again. To the doctor’s astonishment, the newborn’s hand came up and yanked the bulb away

  from the fingers of the resident and dropped it over the side of the infant care unit.




  “Well that settles that,” said the resident with a chuckle. “He just doesn’t want to cry.”




  “Can I?” asked Victor, motioning toward the baby.




  “As long as he doesn’t get cold.”




  Gingerly, Victor reached into the unit and scooped up Victor Jr. He held the infant in front of him with both hands around his torso. He was a beautiful baby with strikingly blond hair. His

  chubby, rosy cheeks gave his face a picturesquely cherubic quality, but by far the most distinctive aspect of his appearance was his bright blue eyes. As Victor gazed into their depths he realized

  with a shock that the baby was looking back at him.




  “Beautiful, isn’t he?” said Marsha over Victor’s shoulder.




  “Gorgeous,” Victor agreed. “But where did the blond hair come from? Ours is brown.”




  “I was blond until I was five,” Marsha said, reaching up to touch the baby’s pink skin.




  Victor glanced at his wife as she lovingly gazed at the child. She had dark brown hair peppered with just a few strands of gray. Her eyes were a sultry gray-blue; her features quite sculptured:

  they contrasted with the rounded, full features of the infant.




  “Look at his eyes,” Marsha said.




  Victor turned his attention back to the baby. “They are incredible, aren’t they? A minute ago I’d have sworn they were looking right back at me.”




  “They are like jewels,” Marsha said.




  Victor turned the baby to face Marsha. As he did so he noticed the baby’s eyes remained locked on his! Their turquoise depths were as cold and bright as ice. Unbidden, Victor felt a thrill

  of fear.




  

    The Franks felt triumphant as Victor pulled, his Oldsmobile Cutlass into the crushed stone driveway leading to their clapboard farmhouse. All the planning and anguish of the in-vitro

    fertilization process had paid off. The search for an appropriate surrogate mother, the dreary trips to Detroit had worked. They had a child, and Marsha cradled the infant in her arms, thanking

    God for His gift.


  




  Marsha watched as the car rounded the final bend. Lifting the child up and pulling aside the edge of the blanket, she showed the boy his home. As if comprehending, Victor Jr. stared out of the

  car windshield at the pleasant but modest house. He blinked, then turned to smile at Victor.




  “You like it, huh, Tiger?” said Victor playfully. “He’s only three days old but I’d swear he’d talk to me if he could.”




  “What would you have him say?” Marsha asked as he lowered VJ into her lap. They had nicknamed him that to help distinguish him from his father, Victor Sr.




  “I don’t know,” said Victor, bringing the car to a stop at the front door. “Maybe say he wanted to grow up and become a doctor like his old man.”




  “Oh, for goodness’ sake,” said Marsha, opening the passenger-side door.




  Victor jumped out to help her. It was a beautiful, crystal-clear October day, filled with bright sunshine. Behind the house the trees had turned a brilliant profusion of fall colors; scarlet

  maples, orange oaks and yellow birches all competed with their beauty. As they came up the walk the front door opened and Janice Fay, their live-in nanny, ran down the front steps.




  “Let me see him,” she begged, stopping short in front of Marsha. Her hand went to her mouth in admiration.




  “What do you think?” Victor asked.




  “He’s angelic!” Janice said. “He’s gorgeous, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen such blue eyes.” She held out her arms. “Let me hold

  him.” Gently she took the child from Marsha and rocked him back and forth. “I certainly didn’t expect blond hair.”




  “We didn’t either,” Marsha said. “We thought we’d surprise you like he surprised us. But it comes from my side of the family.”




  “Oh sure,” kidded Victor. “There were a lot of blonds with Genghis Khan.”




  “Where’s David?” asked Marsha.




  “Back in the house,” said Janice without taking her eyes from VJ’s face.




  “David!” Marsha called.




  The little boy appeared at the doorway, holding one of his previously discarded teddy bears. He was a slight child of five with dark, curly hair.




  “Come out here and see your new brother.”




  Dutifully David walked out to the cooing group.




  Janice bent down and showed the newborn to his brother. David looked at the infant and wrinkled his nose. “He smells bad.”




  Victor chuckled, but Marsha kissed him, saying that when VJ was a little older he’d smell nice like David.




  Marsha took VJ back from the nanny and started into the house. Janice sighed. It was such a happy day. She loved newborn babies. She felt David take her hand. She looked down at the boy. He had

  his head tilted up toward hers.




  “I wish the baby hadn’t come,” he said.




  “Shush now,” said Janice gently, hugging David to her side. “That’s not a nice way to act. He’s just a tiny baby and you are a big boy.”




  Hand in hand, they entered the house just as Marsha and Victor were disappearing into the newly decorated baby’s room at the top of the stairs. Janice took David into the kitchen where she

  had started dinner preparation. He climbed up onto one of the kitchen chairs, placing the teddy bear on the one just opposite. Janice went back to the sink.




  “Do you love me more or the baby?”




  Janice quickly put down the vegetables she was rinsing and picked David up in her arms. She leaned her forehead on his and said: “I love you more than anybody in the whole world.”

  Then she hugged him forcefully. David hugged her back.




  Neither realized that they only had a few more years to live.










  Chapter One
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    March 19, 1989




    Sunday, Late Afternoon


  




  Long, lacy shadows from the leafless maple trees lining the driveway inched across the broad cobblestone courtyard that separated the sprawling white colonial mansion from the

  barn. A wind had sprung up as the dusk approached, moving the shadows in undulating patterns and making them look like giant spiderwebs. Despite the fact it was almost officially spring, winter

  still gripped the land in North Andover, Massachusetts.




  Marsha stood at the sink in the large country kitchen, staring out at the garden and the fading light. A movement by the driveway caught her eye, and she turned to see VJ peddling home on his

  bicycle.




  For a second, she felt her breath catch in her throat. Since David’s death nearly five years ago, she never took her family for granted. She would never forget the terrible day the doctor

  told her that the boy’s jaundice was due to cancer. His face, yellow and wizened from the disease, was etched on her heart. She could still feel his small body clinging to her just before he

  died. She had been certain he had been trying to tell her something, but all she’d heard was his uneasy gasps as he tried to hold on to life.




  Nothing had really been the same since then. And things got even worse just a year later. Marsha’s extreme concern for VJ stemmed partly from the loss of David, and partly from the

  terrible circumstances surrounding Janice’s death only a year after his. Both had contracted an extremely rare form of liver cancer, and despite assurances that the two cancers were in no way

  contagious, Marsha couldn’t shake the fear that lightning, having struck twice, might flash a third time.




  Janice’s death was all the more memorable because it had been so gruesome.




  It had been in the fall, just after VJ’s birthday. Leaves were falling from the trees, an autumn chill was in the air. Even before she got sick, Janice had been behaving strangely for some

  time, only willing to eat food that she prepared herself and which came from unopened containers. She’d become fiercely religious, embracing a particularly fanatic strain of born-again

  Christianity. Marsha and Victor might not have put up with her had she not become practically one of the family in the many years she’d worked for them.




  During David’s final, critical months, she’d been a godsend. But soon after David’s passing, Janice started carrying her Bible everywhere, pressing it to her chest as if it

  might shield her from unspeakable ills. She’d only put it aside to do her chores, and then reluctantly. On top of that, she’d become sullen and withdrawn, and would lock herself in her

  room at night.




  What was worse was the attitude that she’d developed toward VJ. Suddenly she’d refused to have anything to do with the boy, who was five at the time. Even though VJ was an

  exceptionally independent child, there were still times when Janice’s cooperation was needed, but she refused to help. Marsha had had several talks with her, but to no avail. Janice persisted

  in shunning him. When pressed, she’d rave about the devil in their midst and other religious nonsense.




  Marsha was at her wits’ end when Janice got sick. Victor had been the first to notice how yellow her eyes had become. He brought it to Marsha’s attention. With horror, Marsha

  realized Janice’s eyes had the same jaundiced cast that David’s had had. Victor rushed Janice to Boston so that her condition could be evaluated. Even with her yellow eyes, the

  diagnosis had come as a tremendous shock: she had liver cancer of the same particularly virulent type that David had died of.




  Having two cases of such a rare form of liver cancer in the same household within a year prompted extensive epidemiological investigations. But the results had all been negative. There was no

  environmental hazard present. The computers determined that the two cases were simply rare chance occurrences.




  At least the diagnosis of liver cancer helped explain Janice’s bizarre behavior. The doctors felt she might have already suffered brain metastasis. Once she was diagnosed, her downhill

  course proved swift and merciless. She’d rapidly lost weight despite therapy, became skin and bones within two weeks. But it had been the last day before she’d gone to the hospital to

  die that had been most traumatic.




  Victor had just arrived home and was in the bathroom off the family room. Marsha was in the kitchen preparing dinner, when the house had reverberated with a blood-chilling scream.




  Victor shot out of the bathroom. “What in God’s name was that?” he yelled.




  “It came from Janice’s room,” said Marsha, who’d turned very pale.




  Marsha and Victor exchanged a knowing, fateful glance. Then they dashed out to the garage and up the narrow stairs to Janice’s separate studio apartment.




  Before they reached her room, a second scream shattered the silence. Its primeval force seemed to rattle the windows.




  Victor reached the room first with Marsha on his heels.




  Janice was standing in the middle of her bed, clutching her Bible. She was a sorry sight. Her hair, which had become brittle, stood straight out from her head, giving her a demonic appearance.

  Her face was hollow, her jaundiced skin stretched tautly across her all-too-visible bones. Her eyes were like yellow neon lights and they were transfixed.




  For an instant, Marsha was mesmerized by this vision of Janice as a harpy. Then she followed the woman’s line of sight. Standing in the doorway to Janice’s rear entry was VJ. He

  didn’t even blink but calmly returned Janice’s stare with one of his own.




  Marsha immediately surmised what had happened: VJ had innocently come up Janice’s back stairs, apparently frightening her. In her illness-induced psychosis, Janice had screamed her

  terrible scream.




  “He is the devil!” Janice snarled through clenched teeth. “He is a murderer! Get him away from me!”




  “You try to calm Janice,” Marsha shouted, running for VJ. She scooped the six-year-old up into her arms, and retreated down the stairs, rushing him into the family room and kicking

  the door shut behind her. She pressed VJ’s head against her chest, thinking how stupid she’d been to keep the crazed woman at home.




  Finally Marsha released VJ from her bear hug. VJ pushed away from her and looked up at her with his crystal eyes.




  “Janice doesn’t mean what she said,” Marsha told him. She hoped this awful moment would have no lasting effect.




  “I know,” VJ said with amazingly adult maturity. “She’s very sick. She doesn’t know what she’s saying.”




  Since that day, Marsha could never relax and enjoy her life as she had before. If she did she was afraid God might strike again and if anything happened to VJ, she didn’t think she could

  bear the loss.




  As a child psychiatrist, she knew she could not expect her child to develop in a certain way, but she often found herself wishing VJ were a more openly affectionate child. Since he had been an

  infant he had been unnaturally independent. He would occasionally let her hug him, but sometimes she longed for him to climb onto her lap and cuddle the way David had.




  Now, watching him get off his bike, she wondered if VJ was as self-absorbed as he sometimes appeared. She waved to get his attention but he didn’t look up as he snapped off the saddlebags,

  letting them fall to the cobblestones. Then he pushed open the barn door and disappeared from sight as he parked his bike for the night. When he reappeared he picked up the saddlebags and started

  toward the house. Marsha waved again, but although he was walking directly toward her he did not respond. He had his chin pressed down against the cold wind that constantly funneled through the

  courtyard.




  She started to knock on the window, then dropped her hand. Lately she had this terrible premonition there was something wrong with the boy. God knows she couldn’t have loved him more if

  she’d delivered him herself, but sometimes she feared he was unnaturally cold and unfeeling. Genetically he was her own son, but he had none of the warmth and carefree ways she remembered in

  herself as a child. Before going to sleep she was often obsessed with the thought that being conceived in a petri dish had somehow frozen his emotions. She knew it was a ridiculous idea, but it

  kept returning.




  Shaking off her thoughts, she called, “VJ’s home,” to Victor, who was reading in front of a crackling fire in the family room next to the kitchen. Victor grunted but

  didn’t look up.




  The sound of the back door slamming heralded VJ’s entrance into the house. Marsha could hear him taking off his coat and boots in the mud room. Within minutes he appeared at the doorway to

  the kitchen. He was a handsome boy, about five feet tall, somewhat large for a ten-year-old. His golden blond hair had not darkened like Marsha’s had, and his face had retained its angelic

  character. And just like the day he was born, his most distinctive feature remained his ice-blue eyes. For as cherubic as he seemed, those intense eyes hinted at an intelligence wiser than his

  years.




  “All right, young man,” Marsha scolded in mock irritation. “You know you are not supposed to be out on your bike after dark.”




  “But it’s not dark yet,” VJ said defensively in his clear, soprano voice. Then he realized his mother was joking. “I’ve been at Richie’s,” he added. He

  put his saddlebags down and came over to the sink.




  “That’s nice,” Marsha said, obviously pleased. “Why didn’t you call? Then you could have stayed as long as you liked. I’d have been happy to come and get

  you.”




  “I wanted to come home anyway,” VJ said as he picked up one of the carrots Marsha had just cleaned. He took a noisy bite.




  Marsha put her arms around VJ and gave him a squeeze, aware of the strength in his wiry young body. “Since you have no school this week I’d have thought you would have wanted to stay

  with Richie and have some fun.”




  “Nah,” VJ said as he wormed his way out of his mother’s grasp.




  “Are you worrying your mother again?” Victor asked in a teasing tone. He appeared at the doorway to the family room, holding an open scientific journal, his reading glasses perched

  precariously on the end of his nose.




  Ignoring Victor, Marsha asked, “What about this week? Did you make some plans with Richie?”




  “Nope. I’m planning on spending the week with Dad at the lab. If that’s okay, Dad?” VJ moved his eyes to his father.




  “Fine by me as usual,” Victor said with a shrug.




  “Why in heaven’s name do you want to go to the lab?” Marsha asked. But it was a rhetorical question. She didn’t expect an answer. VJ had been going to the lab with his

  father since he’d been an infant. First to take advantage of the superb day-care services offered at Chimera, Inc., and later to play in the lab itself. It had become a routine, even more so

  after Janice Fay had died.




  “Why don’t you call up some of your friends from school, and you and Richie and a whole group do something exciting?”




  “Let him be,” Victor said, coming to VJ’s assistance. “If VJ wants to come with me, that’s fine.”




  “Okay, okay,” Marsha said, knowing when she was outnumbered. “Dinner will be around eight,” she said to VJ, giving his bottom a playful slap.




  VJ picked up the saddlebags he’d parked on the chair next to the phone and headed up the back stairs. The old wooden risers creaked under his seventy-four-pound frame. VJ went directly to

  the second-floor den. It was a cozy room paneled in mahogany. Sitting down at his father’s computer, he booted up the machine. He listened intently for a moment to make sure his parents were

  still talking in the kitchen and then went through an involved procedure to call up a file he’d named STATUS. The screen blinked, then filled with data. Zipping open each saddlebag in turn,

  VJ stared at the contents and made some rapid calculations, then entered a series of numbers into the computer. It took him only a few moments.




  After completing the entry, VJ exited from STATUS, zipped up the saddlebags, and called up Pac-Man. A smile spread across his face as the yellow ball moved through the maze, gobbling up its

  prey.




  

    Marsha shook the water from her hands, then dried them on the towel hanging from the refrigerator handle. She couldn’t get her growing concern for VJ out of her mind. He wasn’t a

    difficult child; there certainly weren’t any complaints from teachers at school, yet tough as it was to put her finger on it, Marsha was increasingly certain something was wrong. It was

    time she brought it up. Picking up Kissa, their Russian Blue cat who’d been doing figure eights around her legs, Marsha walked into the family room where Victor was sprawled on the gingham

    couch, perusing the latest journals as was his habit after work.


  




  “Can I talk to you for a moment?” Marsha asked.




  Victor lowered his magazine cautiously, peering at Marsha over the tops of his reading glasses. At forty-three, he was a slightly built, wiry man with dark wavy, academically unkempt hair and

  sharp features. He’d been a reasonably good squash player in college and still played three times a week. Chimera, Inc., had its own squash courts, thanks to Victor.




  “I’m worried about VJ,” Marsha said as she sat down on the wing chair next to the couch, still petting Kissa, who was momentarily content to remain on her lap.




  “Oh?” said Victor, somewhat surprised. “Something wrong?”




  “Not exactly,” Marsha admitted. “It’s a number of little things. Like it bothers me that he has so few friends. A few moments ago when he said he’d been with this

  Richie boy, I was so pleased, like it was an accomplishment. But now he says he doesn’t want to spend any time with him over his spring break. A child VJ’s age needs to be with other

  kids. It’s an important part of normal latency development.”




  Victor gave Marsha one of his looks. She knew he hated this kind of psychological discussion, even if psychiatry was her field. He didn’t have the patience for it. Besides, talk of any

  problems related to VJ’s development had always seemed to fuel anxieties Victor preferred not to fire. He sighed, but didn’t speak.




  “Doesn’t it worry you?” Marsha persisted when it was apparent Victor wasn’t about to say anything. She stroked the cat, who took the attention as if it were a burden.




  Victor shook his head. “Nope. I think VJ is one of the best-adapted kids I’ve ever met. What’s for dinner?”




  “Victor!” Marsha said sharply. “This is important.”




  “All right, all right!” Victor said, closing his magazine.




  “I mean, he gets along fine with adults,” Marsha continued, “but he never seems to spend time with kids his own age.”




  “He’s with kids his own age at school,” Victor said.




  “I know,” Marsha admitted. “But that’s so highly structured.”




  “To tell the truth,” Victor said, knowing he was being deliberately cruel, but given his own anxiety about VJ—anxiety very different from his wife’s—he

  couldn’t bear to stay on the subject, “I think you’re just being neurotic. VJ’s a great kid. There’s nothing wrong with him. I think you’re still reacting to

  David’s death,” He winced inwardly as he said this, but there was no getting around it: the best defense was an offense.




  The comment hit Marsha like an open-hand slap. Emotion bubbled up instantly. Blinking back tears, she forced herself to continue. “There are other things besides his apparent lack of

  friends. He never seems to need anyone or anything. When we bought Kissa we told VJ it was to be his cat, but he’s never given her a second glance. And since you’ve brought up

  David’s death, do you think it normal that VJ has never mentioned his name? When we told him about David he acted as if we’d been talking about a stranger.”




  “Marsha, he was only five years old. I think you’re the one who’s disturbed. Five years is a long time to grieve. Maybe you should see a psychiatrist.”




  Marsha bit her lip. Victor was usually such a kind man, but any time she wanted to discuss VJ, he just cut her off.




  “Well, I just wanted to tell you what was on my mind,” she said, getting up. It was time to go back into the kitchen and finish dinner. Hearing the familiar sounds of Pac-Man from

  the upstairs den, she felt slightly reassured.




  Victor got up, stretched, and followed her into the kitchen.










  Chapter Two
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    March 19, 1989




    Sunday, Early Evening


  




  Dr. William Hobbs was looking across the chessboard at his son, marveling over him as he did most every day, when the boy’s intensely blue eyes rolled back into his head,

  and the child fell backward off his seat. William didn’t see his son hit the floor, but he heard the sickening thud.




  “Sheila!” he screamed, jumping up and rushing around the table. To his horror, he saw that Maurice’s arms and legs were flailing wildly. He was in the throes of a grand mal

  seizure.




  As a Ph.D., not an M.D., William was not certain what to do. He vaguely remembered something about protecting the victim’s tongue by putting something between his teeth, but he had nothing

  appropriate.




  Kneeling over the boy, who was just days short of his third birthday, William yelled again for his wife. Maurice’s body contorted with surprising force; it was hard for William to keep the

  child from injuring himself.




  Sheila froze at the sight of her husband juggling the wildly thrashing child. By this time Maurice had bitten his tongue badly, and as his head snapped up and down, a spray of frothy blood

  arched onto the rug.




  “Call an ambulance!” shouted William.




  Sheila broke free of the paralyzing spell and rushed back to the kitchen phone. Maurice hadn’t felt well from the moment she’d picked him up from Chimera Day Care. He’d

  complained of a headache—one of a pounding variety, like a migraine. Of course most three-year-olds wouldn’t describe a headache that way, but Maurice wasn’t most three-year-olds.

  He was a true child prodigy, a genius. He’d learned to talk at eight months, read at thirteen months, and now could beat his father at their nightly chess game.




  “We need an ambulance!” shouted Sheila into the phone when a voice finally answered. She gave their address, pleading with the operator to hurry. Then she rushed back into the living

  room.




  Maurice had stopped convulsing. He was lying quite still on the couch where William had placed him. He’d vomited his dinner along with a fair amount of bright red blood. The awful mess had

  become matted in his blond hair and drooled from the corners of his mouth. He’d also lost control of his bladder and bowels.




  “What should I do?” William pleaded in frustration. At least the child was breathing and his color, which had turned a dusky blue, was returning to normal.




  “What happened?” Sheila asked.




  “Nothing,” William answered. “He was winning as usual. Then his eyes rolled up and back and he fell over. I’m afraid he hit his head pretty hard on the floor.”




  “Oh, God!” Sheila said, wiping Maurice’s mouth with the corner of her apron. “Maybe you shouldn’t have insisted he play chess tonight with his headache and

  everything.”




  “He wanted to,” William said defensively. But that wasn’t quite true. Maurice had been lukewarm to the idea. But William couldn’t resist an opportunity to watch the child

  use his phenomenal brain. Maurice was William’s pride and joy.




  He and Sheila had been married for eight years before they finally were willing to admit they were unable to conceive. Since Chimera had its own fertility center, Fertility, Inc., and since

  William was an employee of Chimera, he and Sheila had gone there free of charge. It hadn’t been easy. They had to face the fact that both of them were infertile, but eventually, via a

  surrogate and gamete-donation plans, they got their long-awaited child: Maurice, their miracle baby with an IQ right off the charts.




  “I’ll get a towel and clean him up,” Sheila said, starting for the kitchen. But William grabbed her arm.




  “Maybe we shouldn’t move him around.”




  The couple sat watching the child helplessly, until they heard the ambulance scream down their street. Sheila rushed to let the medics in.




  A few moments later, William found himself balancing on a seat in the back of the lurching vehicle with Sheila following behind in the family car.




  When they reached Lowell General Hospital, the couple waited anxiously while Maurice was examined and evaluated, then declared stable enough for transfer. William wanted the child to go to

  Children’s Hospital in Boston, about a half hour’s drive. Something told him that his child was deathly ill. Maybe they had been too proud of his phenomenal brilliance. Maybe God was

  making them pay.








  “Hey, VJ!” Victor shouted up the back stairs. “How about a swim!” He could hear his voice carom off the walls of their spacious house. It had been built in the eighteenth

  century by the local landowner. Victor had bought and renovated it shortly after David’s death. Business at Chimera had begun to boom after the company had gone public, and Victor felt Marsha

  would be better off if she didn’t have to face the same rooms where David had grown up. She’d taken David’s passing even harder than he had.





  “Want to go in the pool?” Victor shouted again. It was at times like this that he wished they’d put in an intercom system.




  “No, thanks,” came VJ’s answer echoing down the stairwell.




  Victor remained where he was for a moment, one hand on the handrail, one foot on the first step. His earlier conversation with Marsha had reawakened all his initial fears about his son. The

  early unusual development, the incredible intelligence which had made him a chess master at three years of age, the precipitous drop in intelligence before he was four; VJ’s was by no means a

  standard maturation. Victor had been so guilt-ridden since the moment of the child’s birth that he had been almost relieved at the disappearance of the little boy’s extraordinary

  powers. But now he wondered if a normal kid wouldn’t jump at the chance to swim in the family’s new pool. Victor had decided to add a pool for exercise. They’d built it off the

  back of the house in a type of greenhouse affair. Construction had just been completed the previous month.




  Making up his mind not to take no for an answer, Victor bounded up the stairs two at a time in his stocking feet. Silently, he whisked down the long hall to VJ’s bedroom, which was located

  in the front of the house overlooking the driveway. As always, the room was neat and orderly, with a set of the Encyclopaedia Britannica lining one wall and a chemical chart of the elements

  on the wall opposite. VJ was lying on his stomach on his bed, totally absorbed in a thick book.




  Advancing toward the bed, Victor tried to see what VJ was reading. Peering over the top of the book, all he could make out was a mass of equations, hardly what he expected.




  “Gotcha!” he said, playfully grabbing the boy’s leg.




  At his touch, VJ leaped up, his hands ready to defend himself.




  “Whoa! Were you concentrating or what?” Victor said with a laugh.




  VJ’s turquoise eyes bore into his father. “Don’t ever do that again!” he said.




  For a second, Victor felt a familiar surge of fear at what he had created. Then VJ let out a sigh and dropped back onto the bed.




  “What on earth are you reading?” Victor asked.




  VJ closed the book as if it had been pornography. “Just something I picked up on black holes.”




  “Heavy!” Victor said, trying to sound hip.




  “Actually, it’s not very good,” VJ said. “Lots of errors.”




  Again, Victor felt a cold chill. Lately he had wondered if his son’s precocious intelligence wasn’t returning. Attempting to shrug off his worries, Victor said firmly, “Listen,

  VJ, we’re going for a swim.”




  He went over to VJ’s bureau and extracted a pair of bathing trunks and tossed them at his son. “Come on, I’ll race you.”




  Victor walked down to his own bedroom, where he pulled on a bathing suit, then called for VJ. VJ appeared and came down the hall toward his father. Victor noted with pride that his son was well

  built for a ten-year-old. For the first time Victor thought that VJ could be an athlete if he were so inclined.




  The pool had that typical humid chlorine smell. The glass that comprised the ceiling and walls of its enclosure reflected back the image of the pool; the wintry scene outside was not in view.

  Victor tossed his towel over the back of an aluminum deck chair as Marsha appeared at the door to the family room.




  “How about swimming with us?” Victor asked.




  Marsha shook her head. “You boys enjoy yourself. It’s too cold for me.”




  “We’re going to race,” Victor said. “How about officiating?”




  “Dad,” VJ said plaintively. “I don’t want to race.”




  “Sure you do,” Victor said. “Two laps. The loser has to take out the garbage.”




  Marsha came out onto the deck and took VJ’s towel, rolling her eyes at the boy in commiseration.




  “You want the inside lane or the outside one?” Victor asked him, hoping to draw him in.




  “It doesn’t matter,” VJ said as he lined up next to his father, facing down the length of the pool. The surface swirled gently from the circulator.




  “You start us,” Victor said to Marsha.




  “On your mark, get set,” Marsha said, pausing, watching her husband and her son teeter on the side of the pool “Go!”




  After backing up to avoid the initial splash, Marsha sat down in one of the deck chairs and watched. Victor was not a good swimmer, but even so she was surprised to see that VJ was leading

  through the first lap and the turn. Then, on the second lap, VJ seemed to hold back and Victor won by half a length.




  “Good try,” Victor said, sputtering and triumphant. “Welcome to the garbage detail!”




  Perplexed at what she thought she had witnessed, Marsha eyed VJ curiously as he hoisted himself from the water. As their eyes met, VJ winked, confusing her even more.




  VJ took his towel and dried himself briskly. He really would have liked to be the sort of son his mother longed for, the kind David had been. But it just wasn’t in him. Even times he tried

  to fake it, he knew he didn’t get it quite right. Still, if moments like this one at the pool gave his parents a sense of family happiness, who was he to deny them?




  

    “Mother, it hurts even more,” Mark Murray said to Colette. He was in his bedroom on the third floor of the Murray townhouse on Beacon Hill. “Whenever I move I feel pressure

    behind my eyes and in my sinuses.” The precise terms were a startling contrast to the tiny toddler’s palms with which the child clutched his head.


  




  “It’s worse than before dinner?” Colette asked, smoothing back his tightly curled blond hair. She was no longer startled by her toddler’s exceptional vocabulary. The boy

  was lying in a standard-size bed, even though he was only two and a half years old. At thirteen months he’d demanded that the crib be put in the basement.




  “It’s much worse,” Mark said.




  “Let’s take your temperature once more,” Colette said, slipping a thermometer into his mouth. Colette was becoming progressively alarmed even though she tried to reassure

  herself it was just the beginning of a cold or flu. It had started about an hour after her husband, Horace, had brought Mark home from the day-care center at Chimera. Mark told her he wasn’t

  hungry, and for Mark that was distinctly abnormal.




  The next symptom was sweating. It started just as they were about to sit down to eat. Although he told his parents that he didn’t feel hot, the sweat poured out of him. A few minutes later

  he vomited. That was when Colette put him to bed.




  As an accountant who’d been too queasy even to take biology in college, Horace was happy to leave the sickroom chores to Colette, not that she had any real experience. She was a lawyer and

  her busy practice had forced her to start Mark at day care when he was only a year old. She adored their brilliant only child, but getting him had been an ordeal the likes of which she had never

  anticipated.




  After three years of marriage, she and Horace had decided to start a family. But after nearly a year of trying with no luck, they’d both gone in for fertility consultation. It was then

  they learned the hard truth: Colette was infertile. Mark resulted from their last resort: in-vitro fertilization and the use of a surrogate mother. It had been a nightmare, especially with all the

  controversy generated by the Baby M case.




  Colette slipped the thermometer from Mark’s lips, then rotated the cylinder, looking for the column of mercury. Normal. Colette sighed. She was at a loss. “Are you hungry or

  thirsty?” she asked.




  Mark shook his head. “I’m starting not to see very well,” he said.




  “What do you mean, not see very well?” she asked, alarmed. She covered Mark’s eyes alternately. “Can you see out of both eyes?”




  “Yes,” Mark responded. “But things are getting blurry. Out of focus.”




  “Okay, you stay here and rest,” Colette said. “I’m going to talk with your father.”




  Leaving the child, Colette went downstairs and found Horace hiding in the study, watching a basketball game on the miniature TV.




  When Horace saw his wife in the doorway, he guiltily switched it off. “The Celtics,” he said as an explanation.




  Colette dismissed a fleeting sense of irritation. “He’s much worse,” she said hoarsely. “I’m worried. He says he can’t see well. I think we should call the

  doctor.”




  “Are you sure?” Horace asked. “It is Sunday night.”




  “I can’t help that!” Colette said sharply.




  Just then an earsplitting shriek made them rush for the stairs.




  To their horror, Mark was writhing around in the bed, clutching his head as if in terrible agony, and screaming at the top of his lungs. Horace grabbed the child by the shoulders and tried to

  restrain him as Colette went for the phone.




  Horace was surprised at the boy’s strength. It was all he could do to keep the child from hurling himself off the bed.




  Then, as suddenly as it had begun, the screaming stopped. For a moment, Mark lay still, his small hands still pressed against his temples, his eyes squeezed shut.




  “Mark?” Horace whispered.




  Mark’s arms relaxed. He opened his blue eyes and looked up at his father. But recognition failed to register in them and when he opened his mouth he spouted pure gibberish.




  

    Sitting at her vanity, brushing her long hair, Marsha studied Victor in the mirror. He was at the sink, brushing his teeth with rapid, forceful strokes. VJ had long since gone to bed. Marsha

    had checked him when she’d come upstairs fifteen minutes earlier. Looking at his angelic face, she again considered his apparent ploy in the pool.


  




  “Victor!” she called suddenly.




  Victor spun around, toothpaste foaming out of his mouth like a mad dog. She’d startled him.




  “Do you realize VJ let you win that race?”




  Victor spat noisily into the sink. “Now just a second. It might have been close, but I won that contest fair and square.”




  “VJ had the lead through most of the race,” said Marsha. “He deliberately slowed down to let you win.”




  “That’s absurd,” Victor said indignantly.




  “No it’s not. He does things that just don’t make sense for a ten-year-old. It’s like when he was two and a half and started playing chess. You loved it, but it bothered

  me. In fact, it scared me. I was relieved when his intelligence dropped, at least after it stabilized at its high normal. I just want a happy, normal kid.” Tears suddenly welled up in her

  eyes. “Like David,” she added, turning away.




  Victor dried his face quickly, tossed the towel aside, and came over to Marsha. He put his arms around her. “You’re worrying about nothing. VJ’s a fine boy.”




  “Maybe he acts strange because I left him with Janice so much when he was a baby,” Marsha said, fighting her tears. “I was never home enough. I should have taken a leave from

  the office.”




  “You certainly are intent on blaming yourself,” Victor said, “even if there’s nothing wrong.”




  “Well,” Marsha said, “there is something odd about his behavior. If it were one episode, it would be okay. But it’s not. The boy just isn’t a normal ten-year-old

  He’s too secretive, too adult.” She began to weep. “Sometimes he just frightens me.”




  Leaning over to comfort his wife, Victor remembered the terror he’d felt when VJ had been born. He’d wanted his son to be exceptional, not abnormal in any kind of deviant way.










  Chapter Three
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    March 20, 1989




    Monday Morning


  




  Breakfast was always casual at the Franks’. Fruit, cereal, coffee, and juice on the run. The major difference on this particular morning was that it wasn’t a school

  day for VJ so he wasn’t in his usual rush to catch the bus. Marsha was the first to leave, around eight, in order to give her time to see her hospital patients before starting office hours.

  As she went out the door she passed Ramona Juarez, the cleaning lady who came on Mondays and Thursdays.




  Victor watched his wife get into her Volvo station wagon. Each exhale produced a transient cloud of vapor in the crisp morning air. Even though spring was supposed to arrive the next day, the

  thermometer registered a chilly 28 degrees.




  Upending his coffee mug in the sink, Victor turned his attention to VJ, who was alternately watching TV and leafing through one of Victor’s scientific journals. Victor frowned. Maybe

  Marsha was right. Maybe the boy’s initial brilliance was returning. The articles in that journal were fairly sophisticated. Victor wondered just how much his son might be gleaning.




  He debated saying something, then decided to leave it alone. The kid was fine, normal. “You sure you want to come to the lab today?” he asked. “Maybe you could find something

  more exciting to do with your friends.”
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