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Praise for


THEBRILL PILL


———


“The Brill Pill is a lively and thought-provoking novel from a highly promising young writer. In scientist anti-hero Will, Akemi Brodsky has created a Victor Frankenstein for our time—an ambitious academic who lets personal rivalries deflect his moral compass, making him push the boundaries of genetics too far.”


—ANDREW CRUMEY,author of Beethoven’s Assassins and Pfitz


“Brodsky transports us into a strange new world of regenerative science that is uncomfortably close to our own. Dark, intense, and compelling, this fully immersive lab-based tale— told through the eyes of a flawed but all-too-human scientist— probes at deep questions of medical ethics, society, love, friendship, consciousness, and the all-consuming landscape of modern scientific research.”


—JENNIFER L. ROHN,author of Cat Zero, The Honest Look,and Experimental Heart and editor of LabLit.com
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PART I
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Chapter One






———


Viki was kind of a bitch, he conceded. More than kind of. He could tell by the way other girls looked at her, as if they had to swallow a tablespoon of honey before speaking to her. He didn’t care. In fact, he admired her ability to fake such a disinterested expression over such sharp features. What he couldn’t necessarily see was that she had drawn them in herself. It took about twenty different pots and pencils to orchestrate her face each morning. He would probably marry her. He wanted to marry her. But he wondered, in between these mental professions, if he could come up with even one really good reason why.


He could tell that she was smart enough for success, but at the same time he knew she would never bother to really support herself. It wasn’t worth her time. Maybe it was her style that won him over. Even he would admit he wasn’t above that. When she was all dressed up, she disappeared inside her #ootd, and he was attracted by the small, shiny objects that dangled from her ears and swept her thin neck. He still couldn’t figure out why she’d ever agreed to date him. He used to be cool, he supposed. He used to be fucking cool. He wanted to know what their children would look like, what they would be when they grew up. But it had been that way with Eva too. And with Kate.


In any case, he wouldn’t see Viki until the weekend. It was Tuesday, and the weekdays were for working. She lived in New York—that is, New York, New York—and he appreciated the separation. On weekdays he had to focus. He lifted the pipette for the hundredth time that morning, discarded the tip, and stretched his hand, extending his cramped fingers. He hated lab work; it was tedious, and it left too much room in his mind for daydreams. He didn’t believe in daydreaming, but he couldn’t help himself. It was his only vice, apart from vanity, an excess of assiduity, what some would call a drinking problem, and what anyone would call a quick temper. It was his only vice, in his eyes.


———


“Guten morgen, Wilhelm! Just kidding—hey, William.”


It’s just Will, he said to himself. “Yeah, J?” he said out loud.


“Can I just borrow that, one quick sec?” Joe smiled and scooped a bottle of reagent off of the counter in front of Will before he could give an answer.


“Sure. Borrow whatever you like.” He nodded at the back of Joe’s head.


The three other postdocs, the three other people with whom Will spent virtually all of his time, were Joe, Jenny, and Jon. He referred to each of them simply as “J” so as not to get confused. But he knew the difference. Jenny was the worst. Of course, he could never admit that out loud. There still weren’t a lot of women in his field. Will was a forward thinker, though, always had been. He knew it; he prided him-self on it. But God, how Jenny sucked. She ordered expensive enzymes she didn’t need, she left her food in the fridge for months, she booked lab equipment and was then perpetually late getting her samples ready, so the time would go to waste. Worst of all, she was dumb as a brick. Just plain stupid. And she wasn’t even hot. Sometimes Will worried that the reason her food was left in the fridge for so long was that she had gotten it confused with a sample somehow and either eaten the sample or was planning to throw the food into a centrifuge. He was pretty sure that was the only piece of equipment she knew how to use properly.


Joe was okay. At least he knew what he was doing. And he was friendly besides, even if the small jokes and obvious cultural references were sometimes lost on, and more often ignored by, Will. He often borrowed things off of Will’s bench, but he always returned them. And Will was pretty sure if he ever found himself short of something, he could rely on Joe for it. But he was never short. And if he was short, he would go to the supply room and take whatever he needed. He didn’t rely on anyone else. Except for the technician that ordered all of the materials, kept them stocked and up to date, who also fixed anything that was broken, replaced parts, tinkered, tested, and tuned everything in the lab. Of course—that was his job. Joe had moved to America years ago to do his PhD, but he still seemed unseasoned. It was charming to most people. He was taller than Will, and sportier; he had a lot of energy, and he knew a lot of people. One of those.


Jon was his favorite, someone he could talk to, about science and girls and sports, occasionally politics—everything worth talking about. And they had published some good papers together. That was good. Jon was stout, like a scientist ought to be. He didn’t spend time playing basketball on the weekends, just watching it. He was from one of the Carolinas; Will could never remember which it was. And Jon had a family—a wife and a kid. The kid’s name was Gloria, but Will called her Jon Junior—that is, in his head.


Will joked with his PI that they couldn’t ever hire anyone whose name didn’t start with “J”. He suggested George be on the lookout for Jeffs, for Janes, for Jaspers. Sometimes Will thought that he really would have a hard time if a Fred were to join the lab, or worse, a Wesley.


“Thanks, dude.” Joe was back to return the reagent. The sound of his Chinese accent, forming American words rarely used by Americans anymore, woke Will from yet another reverie.


“Anytime, man.” He replied in kind and looked down at his work, realizing now that he had already finished and had lost minutes spacing out when he could have already been running the PCR. Fucking inefficient, Will.


“Yo, want to grab some beers later?”


“Yeah, sure, sounds good.” That was what was good about Joe—he didn’t have a family to go home to, so he was always up for a drink.


———


While the PCR was running, Will went to the library. It was a straight shot down the hall from his lab, and he often dropped by while he was waiting for an experiment to run. He generally didn’t get much exercise and, on average, it added another five hundred steps to his day. Besides, if nothing else, it would keep him from falling into his daydreams again. The only problem was coming up with a good excuse to visit. On this occasion, he had one ready.


“Hey, girl.” He was leaning over the counter and speaking to the librarian, Margot. “Can you look this up for me? Pretty please.” He handed over a piece of paper with the title of a book he had scribbled down just seconds earlier. He smiled wide but thankfully stopped himself just short of a wink.


Margot squinted at the paper as if she were being forced to decipher an ancient scroll but didn’t remark on it. After all, if he had messaged her, he wouldn’t have come to the library in person. “Sure, William. I read this book last month, and I have a recommendation for you.” She scribbled a title down on the other side of the piece of paper he had given her and handed it back. “I know you are capable of loading it yourself.” She looked back down at the text she had been reading across the screen that doubled as her desk, letting her dark hair fall like a curtain in front of her face, even before she finished the sentence.


Will knew he was capable of downloading a book from a library database. Of course he was capable, more than capable. He was even a little bit ashamed to show his face in the library itself; barely anyone went in person anymore. But flirting with Margot was just an excuse to use her. Every time he showed her something he was interested in, she returned with ten times more. He never left the library without a recommendation from her that was inevitably more clear and more thorough than what he had come in for. He figured she was marginally insane, because from what he could tell, and he had tested this theory, she had read every text in the entire medical library. Though he knew it wasn’t possible, he believed it. He felt on some level that she must know more about his work than he did. Boy, was she clever. But she didn’t have a PhD. He wanted to rub it in.


“Thanks, Ms. Margot.”


“You’re very welcome, Will.”


“Dr. Will.” He said it under his breath, but he could see that she had raised her eyebrows, though her head was still facing downward, resolutely, into her reading. “Want to grab a drink later? I mean, Joe is going, and he asked me, so I’m just extending.” He raised a hand, palm up, in her direction.


Margot hesitated before briefly looking up at him. “Thank you, but I have some reading to catch up on.” And she was suddenly fully refocused on the journal she still had open on her desk, the horizontal screen casting light under her chin and reflecting off of the glasses that Will noted were new. He would mention that next time he needed her help.


The rest of the afternoon was a wash. Will downloaded both books onto his tablet and brought them up on his desk. He only had to read a small portion of each to predictably find Margot’s recommendation to be far superior. He wasn’t even sure why he had bothered with downloading the first book, but he enjoyed the satisfaction of proving her right, or rather proving that he had been right to ask her about it. Will closed the original text, then deliberately deleted the file. It felt good to free up the space. He often got annoyed sitting at his desk. The screen was so cluttered with unread papers and hastily jotted-down notes of varying importance. He couldn’t understand how it always became so messy when everything he actually used was on his tablet, which folded up neatly into his pocket. Still, at least he sat by the window. Will looked out onto the rows of labs in the building across the street—a mirror image. It wasn’t a great view, but it was something.


———


In the Genner Lab, every member from undergraduate intern to postdoctoral fellow had their own desk situated at the end of a long countertop, with shelves above and cabinets below for storage. Keeping desk work and experimental work adjacent meant higher productivity for everyone, and Will couldn’t complain about the easy sidelong stride back and forth to confirm a data point or check on a forgotten sample. In the room where he worked, there were five such parallel constructs lined perpendicularly along the window wall where ten lab members could set up camp, one on either side. Jon was just one row south of Will, and Joe worked directly behind him. Jenny technically worked in her own bay at the very end of the room, but she was so often asking advice that she seemed to work anywhere and everywhere she could.


At the back of the lab were two hoods, one for working with tissue samples and one for more volatile chemicals, and at the front of the lab there were two refrigerators, one for storing samples and one for storing snacks. Though usually one or the other refrigerator was full, so often there was crossover. Will despised this negligent practice. It was bad enough they kept snacks in there at all, but he seemed to be the only one who gave a shit, so he never mentioned it. He wasn’t going to be that guy in the lab.


Will was waiting for his time slot on a thermocycler for the next step in his experiment, and waiting frustrated him. As he sat staring at his samples, George walked by, down the length of the room, shooting finger guns and throwing away words that were strung together to sound like sayings but that were impossible to interpret: “Keep on lining them up, Joe,” and “Don’t waste a bucket in the rain, Jen.” Despite archetypal academic eccentricities, George Genner was at the top of his game, and he knew it. He wore an eyeglass chain and a pocket tee with confidence as he strode through the lab to his own tempo. “Ingenuity is one size fits all, Jon. Don’t try to use a fork as a spoon, Will.” It reminded Will that he hadn’t done the dishes in a week and he had been stealing plastic utensils from the lunchroom to get by.


He finished up some reading and then went to get a drink with Joe at the bar called Bar. He ordered dinner as well, pizza topped with mashed potatoes and bacon. Will loved this pizza, not because it was better than any other pizza in town, but because it was particularly unwholesome and yet so widely popular he didn’t have to feel embarrassed about ordering it. He excused the meal because he needed to go back into lab afterward to finish up the experiment he had started that morning, and he wouldn’t have time to eat at home. But it didn’t stop him from finishing three beers. Will secretly hoped that Jon would be staying late in lab too, even though Jon would want to be at home with his family.


After a few drinks, he was sloppy at his bench. He left used test tubes and paper towels around the hood and spilled more chemicals than he ought to. But his samples were fine; he always paid close attention to what mattered most. Of course, he forgot to call Viki as he promised himself he would do most days, but it was already past midnight and he hadn’t finished his experiment yet. He would text her in the morning.












Chapter Two






———


William Dalal was raised on the outskirts of Boston, in a cramped two-bedroom apartment with both of his parents and his mother’s father. He had very nearly been blessed with a younger brother, but Will’s mother had miscarried late, and his parents had taken that as a sign that the bulk of their affection was meant for William. His father worked as a mechanic in a bread factory, and his mother worked at the local bank branch, nine-to-five jobs. At the end of the day, they left work at work and came home to spend time with Will, to teach him what they could and to give him the support and find him the resources to learn what they couldn’t. They weren’t proud people, but all of the pride they possessed, they splurged on him.


When he was just seven years old, his grandfather had died in a car crash. It wasn’t a terrible crash, but he wasn’t young, and a few unlikely and unfortunate coincidences had led to an unhappy end. It was hard for Will to remember now if he and his grandfather had been very close before this happened, but in any case, they were close now. Or Will felt a close connection to his grandfather, that is, and he was sure he had been the favorite grandson, even if it was only for lack of competition. What was more coincidental than his grandfather dying in a minor accident was the fact that his grandfather had been a researcher in a field in which, only a few short months later, there would be a breakthrough that could have saved him.


In the years following that incident, the years in which Will was growing up, starting school, learning to read, learning to bully some of his classmates and avoid others, learning to play soccer, and learning to drive, there were incredible ad-vancements being made in regenerative medicine. And by the time he was taking the SATs, swiping a number of “V-cards”—he used to be cool—applying to college, graduating with honors, becoming much nerdier, and applying for a PhD, Will, latching on to his grandfather’s memory, was following with interest.


By his sophomore year of college, it had already come to a point where most organs could be reproduced—grown from small tissue samples, relatively easily and with full functionality. Certainly not cheaply yet, but still. Hospitals were inundated with patients, previously untreatable, that now struggled to stay alive while missing components were propagated in test tubes and on petri dishes, in incubators, in tanks and in vats. Companies emerged that would take precautionary samples for a price and produce the necessary replacements as soon as they were needed or, for an exorbitant monthly fee, maintain a continuously available product in case of a sudden emergency. Business was booming. Immortality had never looked so achievable, so tangible, so close.


But as always, there was a catch. Though almost all human organs could be replicated with enough precision to replace the God-given ones, the brain often turned out just slightly awry. It wasn’t possible to tell in early trials—mice were challenging to interview. But the more human trials there were, the more it had become obvious that lines were getting crossed, and in nearly every case, it seemed some areas came out lacking. Many patients experienced a loss of memory. Some lost motor functions. Some lost common sense, simple reasoning skills, or several IQ points. Many patients wound up plain sociopathic. Many simply did not make it past the first week. It wasn’t all bad—a very few patients even gained IQ points—but one way or another, none of them were quite the same person they used to be.


The funny thing was that people still went for it. Loved ones, usually making the hard decisions, went for an uncertain chance over the certain alternative. It was true that a few patients, maybe a handful in a hundred, were perfectly fine, so perhaps the slim possibility that everything would return to normal outweighed any risks. But Will didn’t think that was the reason—it just didn’t occur to close relatives that having an altered version of someone was really the same as them being gone. Plus, you were left with an annoying and potentially dangerous stranger as a permanent houseguest. Worse yet, they wore the face of someone you loved. Most people Will had encountered years or even months after such a decision had been made carried a look of regret.


———


That is where one could find Will during his free time when he was an undergraduate student: in the hospital. He volunteered with these patients. He worked in physical therapy with the ones who had lost motor skills, and he worked with others to relearn basic mental math and reading skills. He observed with curiosity the patients who had lost the ability to emote and the ability to feel. He looked forward guiltily to their interactions with the friends and family who had chosen to save them and who they now saw only as a lifeline to hang onto out of necessity, without gratitude or satisfaction. He was a witness to hope, to doubt, to pain—to change.


And all the while, Will was taking notes, mental notes and physical notes in a notebook with real paper and real pens. It was a composition notebook, a relic. He had found it unused among his grandfather’s things, and he felt prideful when the other volunteers and hospital staff looked askance at him. Besides, it seemed safer than a tablet; it didn’t have a pass code or fingerprint entry, but it couldn’t be hacked into, and no one could read his handwriting. Barely anyone could read anyone’s handwriting anymore, and his was particularly appalling. Still, he kept it close to his chest.


Why Will considered his notes worth coveting was, at this point in his life, more to do with vanity than to do with genius, but arrogance and application functioned as perfectly good substitutes for the time being, and he surrendered to the scientific stereotype. He understood that he wasn’t cool anymore. He could still pretend to be cool when it worked in his favor. He would pretend to be cool when he was visiting home. He would act cool around the boys he used to be buds with, so they would go drinking with him, and around the girls he used to flirt with, so they would sleep with him. But at school, he was often too busy. And besides, if he saw the same girl too often, she became a distraction, though he loved distractions.


By the time he had completed his sophomore year, he saw himself for what he was: average height, average weight, below average vision, above average intelligence. He would take what he could get, and when he wasn’t visiting home, he let his dark hair grow two inches too long and his stubble reach a five-day shadow. He discarded the contact lenses that irritated his deep brown eyes. He wore horn-rimmed, rectangular glasses, which he would remove and replace at intervals, pressing his right thumb and forefinger around the bridge of his nose each time. He got dressed in the same outfit every day, a loose-fitting button-down over a pair of faintly wrinkled, brown trousers. It didn’t matter whether or not the crumpled shirts were reworn or fresh duplicates; it saved time so he could focus on studying.












Chapter Three






———


He was daydreaming again. This time about Eva. She was the girlfriend in college. They had met in the library café back when he used to go up to random girls in cafés. He had said, “Pardon me.” No, he hadn’t. What he had actually said was, “What up?” He had jerked his chin up at her. “Can I ask what you are reading? You seem so wrapped up and well”—a thoughtful pause—“it’s so strange these days that you can’t glance at a cover.” He indicated her tablet. “I went to a show at MoMA last week of old book jackets, and it was just in-credible; it’s really a lost art form, I think.” He really had lost his “cool” since then.


The book she had been reading was too boring to recall. They dated for junior and senior year. In Will’s daydream, they were still together; he went home to her after work. She was prettier in his daydream than she was in real life—in his fantasy, her face was perfectly symmetrical, her skin was un-realistically smooth—though she was pretty in real life too. They all were.


He wondered to himself which one was the prettiest, and settled on Viki. Viki had never once had a bad hair day. He messaged her before he would forget to again: “Hey, babe, how’s work? I have to stay late in lab on Friday. I’ll come down Saturday morning? Xox.” Even he was annoyed that he would have to work late. He would have preferred to arrive Friday night. He would just have to convince her to go to bed with him Saturday morning when he arrived. Maybe after a quick shower.


Jon was sitting across from him, watching him type. “Keep your eye on the ball, Will. Don’t shit where you eat.” He imitated the boss.


“Those are actual sayings. I can’t understand a fucking thing George says half the time.”


“Try all of the time. Hey, did you get the results back from yesterday?”


“Yeah, I haven’t had a chance to analyze them yet though. Look okay at a glance. I’ll send them to you.” Will extended his tablet and unfolded it on his lap.


“Nice. I’m feeling pretty good about this round. Feels like we’re finally getting somewhere.”


Will chuckled and shrugged his shoulders. He felt good about it too, but he didn’t want to jinx it by saying it out loud, so he changed the subject. “How’s Gloria doing? And Beth?” Beth was Jon’s wife’s name. It always took Will a minute to remember if she went by Beth or Elizabeth, but he could tell from Jon’s relieved expression that he had gotten it right this time. He mentally congratulated himself.


“Really good. Gloria is turning six this weekend. We were planning to have a little get-together on Saturday, super last-minute. You should stop by.”


“Ah, man, I wish I could. I promised Viki I would head down to New York for the weekend.” Will forced a disappointed expression, but he really was disappointed. He didn’t understand why, but he liked spending time with Jon’s family. It marked one of the few times he felt connected to a community in New Haven, not counting the bureaucratic quirks and quandaries of the Department of Molecular, Cellular, and Developmental Biology. Beth was absolutely pleasant. She was caring and even funny. She and Jon made a perfect couple. And the girl was cute, clever too, for a nearly six-year-old. He would buy her a present—a doll or a computer game. What was appropriate these days? He could bring it over next Monday or Tuesday. And on the train down to New York, he would call his own parents; he hadn’t spoken to them in over a week.


“How is Viki? You really have to get her to come up to New Haven more often. It’s not so bad, really. Doesn’t she like pizza?”


“She doesn’t really eat . . .” Will paused to think about what it was that she didn’t eat but decided against saying “anything” and went for “Italian food. She’s into that . . .” He got confused again, and instead of coming up with a word, made an indication with his hand of the size of portion she would typically choose, in a half-inch space between his thumb and forefinger. “Cheese.” It was all he could come up with. “Stuff like that. I don’t know what the fuck it is.”


Jon wasn’t surprised. In fact, he thought, No shit. I bet a girl like that counts the calories in cum, but he was a polite guy and chose instead to say, “I guess you’re the cook then?”


“You bet. Viki would burn the apartment to the ground if she tried to fry an egg.” Will laughed heartily at the thought of Viki cooking, then stopped himself before it got awkward. He wondered if Margot could fry an egg with all of her book smarts. “Anyway”—he performed a mini drumroll over the countertop on his left, where he had been working and day-dreaming before Jon had appeared, then he swiped at his tablet a few times—“there you go. I sent it to your Yalebox. Let me know how the data looks. I’ll try to take a look at it tonight too.”


The data was looking very promising.












Chapter Four






———


After spending three years volunteering at the hospital as an undergrad, Will made the decision to pursue a PhD researching drug development to help improve the lives of the victims of brain regeneration. By the end of those three years, Will had also begun to think of the patients, in a surprisingly fond way, as zombies. The majority of the zombies were old and harmless. They most commonly had suffered from Alzheimer’s or other degenerative diseases that struck late in life and were being kept alive far past their expiration dates and often against their wills. But who knew if they even had their own wills anymore.


Will felt sorry for them, and the more time he spent caring for these elderly convalescents, the more irritated and eventually angry he became with their families. There were at least two separate occasions that nearly caused him to be fired from his volunteer position. He confronted family members, telling them boldly that they were making mistakes, selfishly terrorizing their own father or mother or grandfather or aunt by dragging out the sad, sorry years, spreading them thinner and thinner just to put off having to deal with their own sentimental or practical issues. It doesn’t take a genius to plan a fucking funeral; who gives a shit if you have to see your moronic brother for an hour? They didn’t get a lot of volunteers in that ward, though, so he knew any threats to his position were largely idle.


It was the young ones, the victims of accidents and ill-nesses that brought them to the hospital in their prime—those were the ones he worried about. He was careful around them. He recognized that they deserved pity, that it wasn’t their fault they had been taken apart and put back together in a slightly different way, but he saw defects. The small problems that had occurred made them inhuman in his eyes. He didn’t fear that they would roam the earth craving natural-born brains, eating the gray stuff and turning the remains, but he wondered what would happen if they reproduced. Every day, every year, there were more and more of these patients, and as soon as they were well enough—whatever that meant —they were released out into the world. They disappeared into the crowd. Will wondered to himself what would happen over time. Would the world get slower? Would the world get crueler? How long would it be before the planet was overrun? The global population was always increasing, as was life expectancy, but now that life could be artificially and perhaps indefinitely extended, it would skyrocket. Weren’t humans defective enough as it was?


The lab that Will joined for his PhD was at Harvard. Will had been stunned to get into Harvard. He had been so proud, he had called his parents out of work early and taken them out to a $300-a-head dinner when he barely had a thousand dollars in the bank. Once he got in, he was determined to be top of his class. Of course, he soon found out that isn’t really a thing in graduate school, but the aggressive drive to succeed remained with him. The project he was working on was geared toward understanding the areas of the brain that were affected by regeneration and targeting those areas with medication. He did want to make life better for the patients he had grown so wary of over the years, but he also wanted to make life better for the rest of the world who would be forced to deal with them soon enough. Drugs already existed that improved memory, helping the brain make connections while being able to distinguish between past, present, and future. Memory was an old problem—people had been losing that for as long as anyone could remember, and the research was comprehensive if not nearly complete. Similarly, reduced motor function was treatable. The illegal use of steroids in the world of professional sports had largely been replaced by a new wave of still-legal drugs that instead improved reflexes, coordination, and dexterity.


Will had wanted to participate in something cutting-edge, something new to him and new to the field. But more than that, though he didn’t like to admit it, he had wanted to work on a drug that would treat the symptom he most feared: the dead eyes he had seen staring back at him while he took vitals and avoided small talk. He felt a chill every time one more was released from the hospital, free and clear. What his lab at Harvard had been focused on was the science behind emotions. They were developing a pill that would make you feel. Pills that simply made you happy had been around forever; they were available over the counter at any CVS. A simple chemical dump, as caused by Prozac or NRIs, was easy enough to understand, easy enough to re-create. In his lab at Harvard, they were working to treat the lack of empathy that was so often a side effect of brain regeneration. The goal was a prescribed medication that would trick your brain into giving a shit.


Harvard was also where Will had met Arthur Green. Arthur was a fellow PhD student. He worked in the same lab as Will, and his fluffy blond hair, pointed nose, and light blue eyes that seemed to be as freckled as his face was, were what drove Will to succeed. Similarly, Arthur found inspiration in outachieving Will. It might have been that Will never bothered to properly iron his shirt, even for conferences, or that his teeth were so close to white despite the fact that he drank coffee incessantly, that got to Arthur. Most likely it was the fact that deep down they were so similar in so many ways that made it intolerable to fall behind. Together they pushed themselves, spending more and more odd hours to try and get the jump on the other. In lab meeting each week, it was a struggle to keep secrets while also prodding one another, asking difficult questions, and appearing the more knowledge-able one in front of Carlos, the lab head. But really they were more concerned with the competition than how they looked in front of anyone else.


Arthur was still there. He had been offered a postdoctoral position in the same lab. Will had not. He had been pissed off; he had thrown a mouse against the wall. It had squealed as it fell to the floor. He would have had to kill it anyway, he reasoned later, and it was supposedly a psychopathic mouse, so whatever. Will liked his new lab, and he liked his new project. Arthur was a jerk. Will thought that he was probably dating Kate purely to spite him.


In fact, they were not dating, but Will had seen a picture of them together, so he just figured.


———


Will was daydreaming about Arthur. And also about Kate. He couldn’t separate the two ever since he had seen that photo of them together. When he thought about Arthur, it usually turned into a daydream about himself. He was giving a speech—“Thank you, thank you”—an acceptance speech. “I couldn’t have done it without the help of blah blah blah”—he had yet to fill that part in, because he hadn’t won anything yet—“and the support of my wonderful parents,” who he hadn’t seen since Christmas, though they were sitting front and center in the imaginary audience. “Of course, our scientific process is nothing without the work of so many dedicated researchers out there, like my good friend Arthur Green, who don’t al-ways get the credit but who really put in the hours.” He bowed.


But if Arthur got Kate, then maybe he had already won. Kate was Will’s Harvard girlfriend. He thought she was the smartest one. They had met in class, and he had pretended to need a study buddy to get her number. That was one he couldn’t use anymore. Kate had green eyes. That was the feature he remembered most. Often he found it hard to recall specific details, words, voices, but there was always one thing that stood out. With Kate, it was her eyes. With Eva, it was a thin roped silver ring she wore every day. With Arthur, he could unfortunately imagine his entire stupid face floating over each of the stupid ties he wore to do all of his stupid work. With Viki, he guessed he would find out one day, un-less they did get married, then he would never have to know what it really was about her that drew him. He looked up from his work and Jenny was loitering.


“Do you need something?” It came out harsher than he intended; it always did.


“Just, um, I had a question, but hey, don’t worry about it. I heard you and Jon got some good results the other day?”


“Yes. We did.” Will smiled. She wasn’t pissing him off as much as usual all of a sudden. “What can I help you with?”


“It’s just the FACS machine; I’m having trouble calibrating it. It keeps like, I don’t know, would the filter settings be very different for fourteen-color flow? I only set up twelve colors before . . . I guess I’m just doing it wrong.” She looked sheepish.


“Uhhhhh.” Will sighed. She clearly hadn’t even tried to turn the thing on. It would be easier to just do it himself rather than trying to get her to explain what she was trying to do, let alone what she was supposed to be doing. He walked over with her to the machine.


“So, you going down to New York this weekend?”


“Yep.”


“Would you mind picking me up something?”


“Yep.”


“Great. It’s just this shampoo I use. ’Cause my hair, in the summer . . . Anyway, I’ll write down the name for you. And you can get it, like, almost anywhere. Except not, like, CVS or Walgreens or, like, just anywhere. Do you want me to give you some money?”


Will was in a trance. He had already fixed the settings on the FACS machine and was just staring at the monitor while she talked at him. The message from her, containing the name of the shampoo, appeared on his tablet. “What? Uh, you can just pay me back on Monday,” he mumbled.


He went back to his desk to recover. He always needed a minute to recover after any interaction with Jenny. He un-locked his desk drawer with his fingerprint and opened it just about three inches. He glanced around him to make sure that no one was watching, and then he reached in and pulled out a tiny plastic bag full of a white powder. He reached in again to check on the rest. There were only three bags left, including the one in his hand. Will enjoyed the way that it looked like cocaine. If anyone found out, that is definitely what he would say it was. But he had never done cocaine, surprising as that was; he hadn’t been an undergraduate at Harvard, after all. In reality, it was a sample of the latest drug they had been testing in his lab right before he had finished his PhD. It had already gone out for evaluation by the time he had swiped it, and it had since been approved for clinical trials. Will reasoned that pretty soon, or someday at least, it might be offered over the counter to practically anyone, so what was the harm?


The “e-potion,” as he liked to call it, was designed for the emotionally challenged, but who was to judge whether his own brain, which had been born and not built, couldn’t be improved upon? When he had used it before with Kate, it worked wonders. He had felt vulnerable, and she had loved it. Even he liked the feeling . . . and the sex was fantastic. He had nearly cried that one time. Besides, Viki was living in a different city now, a big city. She went the whole week without him. He had to keep her from cheating on him. He pocketed a bag to take with him to New York.












Chapter Five






———


Will went to the library to see Margot first thing Monday morning. He didn’t need to look up any papers or books. He just wanted to chat. He had found that talking to Margot often cleared his head. Perhaps it was because she didn’t usually say much back, so he could talk out whatever was on his mind. Perhaps it was the few things she did say that did the trick. His head almost always needed clearing after the weekend if he had gone down to New York to see Viki. Will figured it was just the contrast between play and work, city and suburb, that muddled his senses, that the farther he physically was from the lab, the more he began to lose focus. Since starting his postdoc, he had left the country only once, to take Viki on a one-year anniversary trip to the Caribbean. Looking back, that guy seemed like a perfect stranger. He was having a great time, though, whoever he was, beers on the beach and sex in a hammock. Actually the hammock sex was terribly awkward, but it had sounded like a cool thing to do.


Margot was behind her desk as usual. There was never any stacking to do now that everything was digitalized, though they kept most of the shelves stocked for decorative purposes, a thick layer of dust growing over the bound antiques. Will was fond of the paper books. He liked the idea of standing by the window, flipping through each thin page with the afternoon sun streaming brass yellow, illuminating ivory against the raised ink. In the conjured scenario, he was wearing thin-rimmed spectacles and a loosely fitted tan blazer. In reality, he had barely picked up a book once, and when Margot had returned from wherever she had been, he had replaced it with just as little thought as he had removed it.


Margot was not fond of the paper books; she thought they were a waste of space.


A few people still went to the library to study, or more often to sleep. Digital desks and a few old wooden carrels were scattered throughout, along with couches and cots for all-nighters or afternoon snoozes. It was still one of the only places of quiet in a world that otherwise buzzed with an in-escapable low hum that vibrated under the streets, crossed through walls, bounced between buildings, and rained down from the sky. Will had gotten so used to it that he couldn’t fall asleep without the dull lullaby. When rain or wind covered the constant drone, he felt more alone than ever, more detached. He found the absolute silence of the library even worse. It gave him the creeps. So he broke it.


“What happened to your glasses?” He pointed to his left temple as he leaned on Margot’s desk.


She looked up at him, biting her lip slightly but not in a provocative or even piqued way, just as if she felt like chewing on something. “I wear contacts most of the time. My eyes must have been irritated before.”


“Can I ask you something?” Will pulled up a chair and sat down to the right side of her desk so he could see her profile. She didn’t say no, nor did she turn away from him, so he continued. “Would you rather . . .” He paused to think of something. “Eat . . .” He paused again. “One of those nasty little French birds you take in one bite . . .” He had seen it once on TV. “Or would you rather . . .” His eyes searched the ceiling for ideas. “Survive a plane crash?”


“I’ll go for the ortolan.”


“The what?”


“The nasty bird.”


“But you don’t die in the crash.”


“I know.”


“Okay. Would you rather, hmm, pick your nose in public for five minutes, or . . . break your leg?”


“Pick my nose. What is wrong with you?”


“Okay, okay, okay. Last one—would you rather be filthy rich, or cure a serious disease?” This question came out quickly, as if it had occurred to him before.


“Does the disease get cured by someone else otherwise?”


“Doesn’t matter.”


“It does matter.” She finally looked directly at him, entirely ignoring the work on her desk.


Will decided he didn’t want to hear the answer after all, so he stalled for a few seconds, then substituted a different question. “Do you like what you do?” He pointed to the screen across her desk. “Being a librarian?” Now that he had her full attention, he asked her something he had been curious about since they first met.


“Yes.” She hesitated. “It’s a great job. Good hours, no boss really, almost no one bothers me.” She raised her eye-brows slightly at him. “Mostly I just sit and read.” She looked down out of habit but quickly lifted her gaze again.


“It’s pretty quiet though.” It must be lonely, he thought.


“True. It’s nice to talk to someone. I might not always sound like I do, but I appreciate it.”


Will could tell she had a hard time saying what was on her mind; he did too. He wanted to say something kind, something that would cause her to smile, but he couldn’t come up with anything off the bat, and he couldn’t help filling in the silences. “If you could take a drug that would make you smarter, would you?”


“No.” She said it as a matter of fact, without pausing to consider.


“Why not?”


“What if it fucked me up in some other way?”


Will was surprised by her language, but not by her answer. Of course she was already gifted with cerebral genius, quietly tucked away in that petite skull of hers, so how would she know? He wasn’t surprised by her answer, but he was a little disappointed all the same. Not that it mattered what she said. He noticed she was waiting for him to reply, so he nodded and made a small sound of assent. That was his normal tack for dealing with awkward silences, that or pretending he couldn’t hear properly, but that one wouldn’t work in the dead-quiet library.


Margot just shrugged. “Anyway, I would cure the disease.”


“Hm?”


“Earlier, you said, ‘Would you rather . . . ?’”


“I know you would.”


He would, too, but for some reason, he didn’t want to admit it.


———


This time, speaking to Margot had not cleared his head. But at least he was no longer thinking about New York, what a great time he had had, how much lab time he had lost, and how there were only two more bags left of the white powder he kept locked up in his desk. It had been one hell of a week-end, he thought. He was always conflicted about pleasure. Maybe the release he had given himself over the weekend would help him to work harder during the week. Maybe he was just kidding himself. Will sat back down at his desk and mechanically started to look up Arthur Green on his tablet. He scrolled through publications, skimming for inconsistencies. He glanced through the ongoing research projects at his old lab at Harvard, where Arthur still worked. Will checked up on his archrival regularly, on average once a week, but this time he had the particular feeling that he was searching for something.


All academically funded projects had to be public these days. Even before publication, every lab group was required to post updates to a centralized website. LabHub was meant to encourage collaboration over competition and to prevent the same experiments from happening twice on two sides of the world, or just a two-hour train ride apart. Instead, it had made scientists more conniving than ever. There was a certain pride involved in providing just enough information so as not to be investigated for concealment but not enough that any other lab could catch on to the specific methods, or indeed learn anything that would further work in the same field. The organization that regulated LabHub and determined what was sufficient disclosure was not composed of practicing re-searchers. Enforcers were generally pulled from the mass of enthusiasts who had jumped on the STEM bandwagon eager and early and made it as far as the doctorate level before steadily dropping off due to lack of masochism or lack of positions. For the most part, these guidelines were carefully worked around, and for the most part, labs didn’t call each other out. They were all in the same boat.


But Will was good at reading between the lines. Arthur had a new project. He could see it now. He had reused so many of the same keywords from former projects: “neuronal,” “functionality,” “astrocytes,” “neurotransmitters,” “synapses,” et cetera, et cetera. But there were a few new ones that Arthur had snuck in, hoping that Will wouldn’t notice: “fluid intelligence,” “prefrontal cortex,” “synaptic proliferation,” “axon pruning.” Will laughed darkly and then stood up fast. He threw his stylus across the room, then walked over to Joe to retrieve it. “Sorry, dude.”


He walked back to his desk and hit it hard with one fist. Passing screensaver images of his parents, of Viki, and of himself in a cap and gown gave a digital tic as the desk shook, and then came back into focus. He picked up his tablet and called Arthur. The tone came in over his headphones, and he walked out into the hallway in case Arthur picked up and he would be forced to raise his voice.


It only rang twice before going to voice mail. “You have reached the inbox of Dr. Arthur Green, postdoc at Harvard and baseball enthusiast. Feel free to speak your mind, but please note that I am much more responsive when contacted by email or textual message.”


“Motherfucker.” It was all he could think of to say before he hung up.












Chapter Six






———


Now Will was part of a race. Sure, there had always been a race against time, but now there was a race against a sniveling, toilet-dressing, milk-drinking, mouth-breathing douchebag. He threw himself into his work and spent the morning injecting mice, more than double what he would normally do. This would force him to do more work later in the week. The mice he had injected last week were running through their challenges. He watched them on the monitor. He had already taken samples from them, looked for the new markers, and recorded all of their vitals. He had already noted their blood counts and checked for unusual mutations or metabolites that hadn’t been present before. Every mouse had to be tested carefully before and after being injected. After that, they were no longer his problem. The techs would keep an eye on them as they ran through the trials, in case they fought with one another or just dropped dead partway through. When they were finished going through each of the tasks, most of them would be euthanized. A few would be kept alive in cages to see whether there were any longterm effects after the injections wore off. After all, the current formula was only a treatment, not a cure. Will would watch the footage later. He had a backlog to watch; it never seemed as productive as running samples and giving injections. There was data associated with the live-mouse challenges that he knew would give more weight to his paper, but it had to be interpreted, and interpretations were subjective. He preferred data to be spit out of a machine in simple numbers. Numbers could be correlated to present a strong case; interpretations were always flimsy.


In the meantime, he had to find out more about Arthur’s research. He needed to know if Arthur was catching up, if he was truly close competition or if it was all just an elaborate tease. But he should have already known from experience. Arthur and he had always been neck and neck. He opened his tablet to start digging but stopped short—there was a new message waiting. Arthur must have received his pointed voice mail. The thought made Will smile slightly, though he was soon frowning again. All that the message said was, “Don’t h8 the player, h8 the game,” but it confirmed his every suspicion. Will very nearly threw his tablet in the trash. Instead he kicked the space under his desk where what used to be a small dent was turning into a fairly serious crack in the drywall. Soon there would be a legitimate hole, a couple of inches in diameter, about the width of the toe of Will’s shoe. He went to find Jon.


“Jon, take a look at this.” Will pulled up the page that he had found listing Arthur’s new project. He waited while Jon read.


“Oh shit. Looks like we have some real competition.” Jon exhaled audibly.


“I used to work with that son of a bitch.” He pointed at the headshot of Arthur.


“Hey, man, I think we’re pretty close to publishing. It would be great to just get a few more runs to be safe, increase the n. Otherwise, if we can reproduce our results from last week, we’re good to go.”


“I’m not usually one to hold a grudge”—this was manifestly untrue—“but we need to crush this guy. Also, we put in so much fucking work. We deserve this paper.” He put his hand down on Jon’s shoulder, rocking him forward.


“Okay. I’ll start writing up the background and methods tonight. Then we just need another week or two to scrape together a bigger data set. Easy.” Fist bump.


“I’ll go through the challenges. It will make a stronger case, and I’ve been putting it off for too damn long anyway.” Will volunteered himself for this time-consuming task. He knew it would be boring as shit, but it had to be done, and it just didn’t make sense for Jon to waste time on it. Jon had a wife. Jon had a life.


———


Will spent the rest of the day and late into the night watching the footage. One mouse at a time would go through each trial over and over again—before being injected, one hour after being injected, two hours after, different challenges, different doses, different mice, and so on and so on. They were being timed. There was a total time to complete the entire trial, and then there were specific times taken for each cognitive task, such as choosing between left and right, turning back at a dead end, or removing an obstacle.


The first challenge was a simple maze with a tiny pellet of peanut butter at the end. They each went through at least a dozen times. The mice that had been injected got faster. They found the best path, and by the end, they remembered it. Will had seen stuff like this before. The last mouse came to the realization that it was stuck on a plane, climbed out of the maze into the third dimension, and walked over the top, straight to the peanut butter.


The second task was a tiny room full of doors. First they learned to open the doors—each opened in a different way. Some pushed, some pulled, some opened by pressing a button at the other end of the miniature room. Then they learned which doors to choose; they ascertained and memorized what was behind each one. Some hid food, some hid a nonlethal poison, some hid nothing. The tasks got more complicated. There were trapdoors and trick stairs. It was hard to determine specific quantifiable measures, but it was clear that, overall, the injected mice were getting better, smarter. They succeeded in the challenges more completely and more rapidly than the control mice. Not only that, but the mice that were given higher dosages got through the challenges further and faster than the ones who had been injected with a low dose.


One of the things that had bothered Will most about the zombies was the possibility that you could wake up one day, still seemingly the same person, but average. The only thing that made Will special was his brain. He had long ago accepted the fact that he wasn’t particularly attractive, athletic, or artistic, and aside from being astute, those were the only at-tributes he saw as having value. He could deal with the idea of having to relearn facts, but the thought of suddenly not being able to think as critically or as quickly, of not being able to understand concepts that used to come easily, gave him a crushing feeling in his chest. That is why he had joined George Genner’s lab at Yale for his postdoc. It was the only way to save himself and everyone else from the epidemic. If they could give the zombies back their intelligence, their reasoning and common sense, then maybe the world would be safe.


There was still a long way to go; they had only tested wild-type mice. If the good results continued, they would soon experiment on mice that had undergone regeneration themselves. Will pictured an infinite row of tiny brains in tiny jars. He didn’t know what would happen if a zombie with an artificial brain then had a child, whether the original, unmodified code would be inherited properly. Theoretically, it should. They weren’t messing with mutagens, but you never could tell what would happen with these things. Eventually they would have to breed the mice to find out. It didn’t really matter, Will supposed. Their kids would certainly be fucked up either way.


Soon he had fallen into daydreaming again, speculating about the future. The trials moved across the screen in front of his eyes, but he wasn’t really watching them anymore. He could make mental notes in one part of his consciousness while the rest of his mind wandered. He was thinking beyond the zombies now. What would happen if he slipped a sample of the injection into Jenny’s coffee in the morning—would she become suddenly competent? Would she stop asking him stupid questions and wasting his time every minute of every day? Could Viki ever become as smart as Kate? Would she leave him if she were?
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