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			To my wonderful children and grandchildren: 

			Until science can catch up to the imagination, you are my amortality.

		

	
		
			Somitra

			/Sō mē´tra/

			Noun

			Elijah-Co’s brand name for EJ 181. A drug conferring amortality.

			A contraction of Buddhist amvite and Hindu soma, synonyms for the celestial drink bestowing immortality on the recipient

		

	
		
			1

			Dr. Lars Sorenson parked his car in the faculty lot and walked the familiar steps to the High Plains University Medical Center. He recalled an earlier time when he made this same trek with a spring in his step. He had been so full of himself as he confidently walked down the main hall of the medical school and strode into the office of the dean. He was there to claim his prize, a richly endowed cancer center. How quickly that prize turned to dust as Dean Henry Mitchell broke the news: funding had been rescinded. He was left with nothing.

			Today, he veered off that course and descended into the bowels of the building and trudged past the morgue. He made a turn before reaching the tunnel leading to the renovated CDC laboratory and arrived at his destination, the Pathology Department offices. He paused. More accurately, he stopped dead in his tracks. His life had become filled with lies and half-truths, which he’d found necessary to resurrect his prize. Cancer centers don’t come cheap; any fool knows that. But his Faustian bargain with Elijah-Co had made his center unaffordable. The moment of truth lay before him. He had to renege on his bargain and reclaim his soul even if it meant losing his cancer center again—and this time forever.

			“Excuse me, sir,” announced a petite woman in a FedEx uniform. “I’ve got a delivery. You’re blocking the entrance.”

			“Sorry. Here, let me open the door.” The spell was broken. Lars followed her into the Pathology Department.

			The secretary sat at her desk in the reception area adjacent to multiple physician offices. One door was open—that belonging to the department chairperson. As the secretary signed for the package, she acknowledged Lars’s presence. “Good morning, Dr. Sorenson. I’ll let Dr. Washington know you’re here.”

			As the secretary finished speaking, Jasmine Washington emerged from her office. She was a short, trim woman dressed in scrubs covered by a white coat that longed for an iron. Her hairstyle took the trend of the natural look to a new level as each curl sought its own direction. A warm smile crossed her lips as she greeted Lars. She ushered him into her office, leaving word they were not to be disturbed. She took a seat in front of her desk. In a friendly gesture, she patted the seat next to her, and Lars sat down. “Can I get you something to drink? Coffee or maybe water?” she asked.

			“No, no, thank you,” Lars replied. Jasmine’s upbeat reception only added to his gloom.

			“I hope Kate is well.”

			“Yes, she’s fine. And your family?”

			“Couldn’t be better.”

			Lars surveyed the office as the two continued with strained small talk. Jasmine had made her mark on the room’s décor. Bright photographs of family and friends at play plastered the walls. One in particular caught his eye: a thrown beach ball soaring over Jasmine’s head; she’d obviously missed catching it. The silly look on her face revealed a tender side to this gritty woman. However, levity ended at her desk, with the wall behind displaying her credentials. She graduated summa cum laude from DC’s Howard University, then made a jump-shift to the Big Apple for medical school and pathology residency at NYU. She capped off her formal training by heading south for a forensic pathology fellowship at prestigious Miami-Dade County.

			Lars had never understood why a woman of such talents would ever come to High Plains University. An old adage declares medical knowledge a river flowing down the Eastern Coast of the US. Precious little leaks beyond the Alleghenies, leaving the Western Plains a godforsaken dust bowl. Perhaps she couldn’t resist the lure of fast-track advancement and easy access to funding. If so, he and Jasmine had common cause he had not previously appreciated.

			The cup of small talk quickly drained, leaving a tense silence which Jasmine broke. “So, what brings you here today, Lars? I see we have a whole hour together. If you have a new project in mind, this woman is all ears.”

			Lars hesitated before continuing—one last chance to change course. Jasmine’s smile became lost to a look of concern. He cleared his throat and soldiered on. “When you became head of Pathology, you got a second hat to wear; you became a member of the university’s Scientific Committee. Dean Mitchell is titular head, but you’ve emerged as the driving force, demanding excellence in research design and execution. . . .”

			“I don’t understand. What are you trying to tell me?”

			Lars tried to organize his thoughts. He fought back panic by taking slow breaths. How to begin a confession? How to place it in context? He’d tried to do it a hundred times in his head. Now that he was putting words to his thoughts, they came out totally lame. Really, you don’t start a confession by reciting to the priest his qualifications. Jasmine is the only person at High Plains he can trust with the truth. Her credentials are impeccable. Since coming here, she has become the faculty conscience—and she knows it. So, get on with it, man. He shook his head. “I’m getting myself confused. Please, let me start again.”

			“It’s okay. Take your time. Are you sure I can’t get you something to drink?”

			He waved her off. “I came to High Plains University with the understanding that the Fletcher family would underwrite the development of a first-class cancer center. When those funds were withdrawn, I was left with no money and no cancer center.”

			Jasmine leaned forward. “It was a blow to Pathology as well. Norma Latchfield headed Path at the time. Her plan to expand the department was foiled. Then, Elijah-Co came to the rescue. I remember her excitement as she announced the cancer center was back on track and, with it, the Pathology Department’s expansion project. All of this was courtesy of a big drug maker’s deep pockets.”

			Lars sighed. “Deep pockets yes, but rescue implies a purity of motive which Elijah-Co most definitely lacks.”

			“Well, you got a red-hot drug, and we got the old CDC lab renovated. That jump started the cancer center. I’d say that was quite a rescue.”

			“Elijah-Co put certain conditions on what I’d more appropriately term their self-serving bailout.”

			Her brow furrowed. “Such as?”

			“They are obsessed with secrecy. From the get-go, I had to sign a letter of confidentiality, which, by the way, I’ll be violating here today.”

			“That’s not unusual with Big Pharma. New drugs are their life’s blood. Development must be shrouded in secrecy.”

			“Oh, Elijah-Co went beyond the pale. I was given the job of principal investigator for the hot cancer drug you alluded to. We participated with other institutions studying EJ 75. It was a clean, straightforward drug trial which proved EJ 75 to be a superb cancer killer. Elijah-Co is making zillions of dollars under the brand name Ejectica.”

			She shrugged and appeared to be losing patience. “Come on, Lars, that’s old news and, if anything, proves my point. High Plains participation in that study put your cancer center on the map. Aren’t you asking the gift horse to say ahh?”

			“There was a second drug, Jasmine, and it was all mine. Elijah-Co gave High Plains the sole right to study the drug. In fact, we gave it to the first human—”

			Jasmine’s eyebrows rose, and she interrupted. “Norma said Elijah-Co funded our department’s study of tissue samples from one of your drug studies. As I recall, we were looking for early indications of cancer cell kill. That must be the second drug you’re talking about. I was off campus helping the medical examiner at the time and was not directly involved in the project.” She hesitated. “To be honest, Lars, I can’t even remember the name of that second drug.”

			“That’s because it was a total bust. That second drug was EJ 181, and it couldn’t kill a human cancer cell if you combined it with battery acid. Obviously, we didn’t know that a priori.”

			Jasmine nodded vigorously. “EJ 181. Now, I remember.” She appeared to be searching her mind for details. “What ever happened to the drug? I mean, poof. The drug was just gone.”

			“Well, not exactly gone. It just went underground. EJ 181 is a highly active drug, just not against cancer cells.”

			“I wasn’t aware it was evaluated for anything but its anti-cancer activity.”

			“Well, I did tell the university committees that the tissue studies were designed to look for early signs of cancer-killing effects. But that was at best a half-truth.”

			Jasmine went on the defensive. “I don’t know what the hell the other half of your truth is, and I’m not entirely certain I want to know. The Pathology Department processed the tissue samples and studied them in good faith looking for a cancer-killing effect. Norma Latchfield would have done it no other way. Elijah-Co paid a lot of money for the failed effort. However, the fault lies with the drug and not our department.”

			“So it would seem. However, Elijah-Co’s true motive for the tissue study was to look for EJ 181’s effect on membrane prions.”

			“Why on earth would they want to do that?”

			“Elijah-Co had strong evidence from their animal trials that membrane prions are responsible for aging. EJ 181 eliminates membrane prions.”

			“Let me get this straight. You want me to believe that EJ 181 is the elixir of life, or whatever the hell you want to call it, because it removes an obscure protein from animal cell membranes?” She shook her head in disbelief. “So, Elijah-Co is going to make Rin Tin Tin and The Cat in the Hat immortal? That’s a bridge too far for me to cross.”

			“I can only wish that were true. Let me be perfectly clear. EJ 181 causes age reversal and the potential for amortality, life without death. It does so by eliminating the membrane prion which is responsible for the aging process.”

			Jasmine’s mouth fell open, a look of disbelief washing across her face.

			Lars paused. “Really, Jasmine, I’m not joking. I failed to mention any connection EJ 181 had with amortality when I sought approval of the clinical trials from the university committees. I also hid that truth when I sought university approval of the pathology review. Hell, I even hid the truth from Norma Latchfield, God rest her soul.

			“Think about it. If I had told the university committees the primary purpose of studying EJ 181 was to look for its effects on membrane prions and, by extension, the possibility of halting the aging process, I would have been laughed out of the room or become the star of the next cable news cycle. Either way, Elijah-Co would have dumped High Plains University, reclaimed the renovated CDC laboratory, and taken everything back down to its last Bunsen burner. Oh, yeah, and, for good measure, Elijah-Co would have sued me for breach of contract.”

			Jasmine’s open mouth morphed into a frown. “So, you were conducting these clandestine studies without the approval of either the Research Committee or the Human Studies Committee. Damn it, Lars, you should have known better.”

			Lars hung his head. “You’re right.” He covered his mouth with prayerful hands before looking up at her. He dropped his hands to his knees, revealing a hopeful smile. “I don’t think it’s as bad as it looks, though. Your department carried out a properly approved study. If EJ 181 had turned out to have tumoricidal effects, you might have found early tissue changes that would predict its activity and your study would have been a success. Okay, so I admit there were other reasons for the pathology study. And, by the way, I merely took remnants of the tissue samples for the clandestine study. They would have been destroyed anyway. Hey, if you look at it closely, no harm done.”

			“Call it what you may, but your conduct was still unethical. Tell me, what role did Dr. Aak play in this subterfuge?”

			It was Lars’s turn to be surprised. “What about Dr. Aak?”

			“I’ve had my suspicions about him since I became chairman. I was reviewing the research projects of my department and discovered some data he generated. He kept referring to a protein. The language barrier and his cryptography prevented me from figuring out what that protein was. Now, it’s clear. That protein is the membrane prion. So, he was a co-conspirator.”

			Lars felt compelled to comment. Simply stonewalling Jasmine would weigh heavily on the validity of his confession. “Dr. Aak was titular head of the renovated CDC lab and acting head of Pathology after Norma Latchfield’s tragic death. Like Norma, his involvement with EJ 181 was peripheral. Look, Jasmine, I’m the principal investigator of the drug trials and their ancillary studies. I alone bear responsibility for our misconduct.”

			“That remains to be seen. Besides you and Dr. Aak, who else is on the team investigating this alleged fountain of youth? Surely Jenna McDaniel is involved. She has one foot in Elijah-Co and the other here in the Pathology Department.”

			Lars hesitated before answering. Where should he stop with his confession? Jenna is the woman from Elijah-Co. She is the CEO’s stepdaughter and Henry Mitchell’s niece. She brought the money and the drugs to High Plains. She encouraged the lies to get the studies approved. While the EJ 181 clinical trials were being conducted, she continued to do basic research on amortality without university knowledge. He sure as hell wouldn’t tell Jasmine that he and Jenna had at one time been lovers. He felt his palms becoming wet. He was in a no-win situation. Giving up Jenna and the others involved with EJ 181 would end his future with Elijah-Co and destroy friendships. Not giving up names would compromise the sincerity of his confession and, in effect, add another half-truth to his collection.

			“Come on, man. The cat’s out of the bag. You can’t put it back. It won’t take me long to find out who is in on the EJ 181 project. So, don’t make me waste my time. Tell me.”

			He could see the fire in her eyes, but he would not melt. “I’m sorry, but this is my confession. Others may be involved, but I can’t give them up. I have been principal investigator here at the university in everything involved with EJ 181. I take full responsibility for any and all misconduct that may have occurred in its behalf.”

			Jasmine threw up her hands. “Jesus, Lars, do we stop here, or is there anything else you want me to know, or maybe just half-know, since you won’t give up your confederates?”

			“I’m afraid there’s a lot more.”

			“Then I need a break,” Jasmine said as she stood up. “How about coffee?”

			Lars nodded, and Jasmine walked over to the coffee pot and poured two cups. “I hope you like yours black with no sugar; that’s the only way I make it.”

			“That’s fine.”

			Jasmine peered into her coffee and then broke into a silly smile. “Why do I suddenly want a toasted bagel smothered in cream cheese and topped with bacon?”

			Lars took her lead and lightened up. “When stressed, my drug of choice is scotch.”

			“The bagel with a schmeer would violate my diet, and I’ve heard bacon clings to a woman’s hips.”

			Lars smiled. “Like you need to worry about a few calories. No fair. It’s still my turn to be self-destructive.”

			Jasmine gave a wry grin. “Come to think of it, popcorn would be more appropriate for this unfolding drama. I mean, my God, Lars, I feel like I’m at the movies.”

			“I feel like I’m caught in a nightmare that won’t end.”

			Lars finished the coffee and continued his saga. “I told you I’m not willing to rat out others. But if I’m to continue my confession, I must add my unauthorized use of EJ 181 in the therapeutic setting.” He took a deep, cleansing breath. “My wife, Kate, has a devastating disease that causes premature aging.”

			Jasmine’s eyes blinked. “I know she had the heart attack and was bummed out about its implications for motherhood. She confided that information to our women in medicine network here in good-old-boy land. The rest of us just chalked it up to bad genes. She’s never said a word about a premature aging disease.”

			“Well, it’s not something to put on Facebook. The fact remains that she has it. Her endocrinologist sent blood and tissue samples to different labs to see if someone could tell us what the hell was wrong.

			“This was before we ever came to High Plains. Dr. Aak, who was then working for Elijah-Co in California, received one of her samples. He was studying membrane prions. . . .”

			“Don’t tell me. . . .”

			Lars nodded reluctantly. “Her cells were loaded with them. Can you imagine my excitement when Aak finally broke down and told me?” His voice cracked. “There was finally hope for Kate.”

			Jasmine’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Tell me you didn’t give EJ 181 to Kate.”

			Lars cringed. “Look, my wife was dying of old age. This new drug was the only chance I had to save her, and the window of opportunity was closing. She was literally dying in front of me. And Elijah-Co was adding to the pressure on me to treat her. They were shipping EJ 181 to Bangkok, where rules are looser and it could be studied in secret. So, EJ 181was cast into the dustbin of university history with the label Failed Cancer Drug. Meanwhile, the drug resurfaced in Bangkok under the new moniker, Somitra. Then, as you said earlier, ‘Poof, EJ 181 was gone.’”

			Jasmine wouldn’t let him off the hook. “So, you gave it to Kate?”

			“Yes, and it worked! She not only stopped aging but began to generate new cells. She now has the phenotype of a younger woman.”

			Jasmine stood up and began to pace. She turned back to him and stuck her face in his. “Sweet baby Jesus! Do you know the implications of what you are saying?”

			His eyes lit up. His voice dropped to an excited whisper. “Yes! Yes, I do! Amortality is a reality!” Then, with a pleading voice, added, “But it’s a secret I’ve had to live with because proof is shrouded in lies, half-truths, and unethical human trials.” 

			Jasmine collapsed in her chair, overwhelmed by the enormity of Lars’s revelation. “Unless you’re feeding me bananas, the medical, ethical, and social consequences of what you’re telling me are immeasurable.”

			“No smoke and mirrors, Jasmine. For once, I’m providing the unvarnished truth.”

			She got up from the chair and stared at him, open-mouthed. Lars shrank back as her mouth closed on clenched teeth. Her brow furrowed and brown cheeks reddened. “Damn you, Lars Sorenson, for inflicting this awful truth on me. Now I share your horrific secrets. If I expose your unethical conduct—as I have a duty to do—you and the world will bear the consequences. If I don’t do my duty, I become an accomplice to unethical and illegal behavior.”

			This blew Lars away. He came to Jasmine for moral clarity and soul cleansing punishment, but not the uncertainty he was hearing. “That was not my intent. I just needed to tell the truth, to admit shortcomings as a physician and scientist. I’m ready to pay the consequences.”

			Jasmine regained her composure and sat down at her desk across from Lars. He began to feel sorry for this woman. They had become comrades in the cancer war. She had greeted him today with a smile and hope for an exciting joint project. She got her project all right—a joint lesson in “Beware of what you ask for.”

			Jasmine folded her hands as if in prayer. “Sorry for the loss of cool. I respect you for finally speaking the truth and trying to make things right. Now the two of us need to come to an agreement on where we go from here.” Her fingers tapped quietly on her desk blotter and then stopped. Her wrinkled brow flattened as she took a deep breath. “Considering your behavior from a moral perspective, I think it wise to embrace the ethical theory of utilitarianism.”

			Lars felt a sense of relief as the conversation moved from the blame game to problem-solving. “You mean that which benefits the majority is the right thing to do?”

			“Yes,” said Jasmine. “One problem is knowing the long-term effects of a proposed solution. A decision benefiting the majority in the here and now may prove to be a disaster in the future. A prime example is splitting the atom. Arguably, it saved millions of lives on both sides by ending World War Two. We’re now into the second century living with fission and fusion, and the jury is still out on how beneficial it will ultimately prove to be; it still has the potential to kill us all.”

			Lars sniffed back tears. “I wanted to build a cancer center and live a normal life with my wife, like having kids and growing old together. Then one thing leads to another, and here I am compromised as a physician researcher and facing an ungodly ethical dilemma.”

			Jasmine toyed with a pen on her desk, then put it down. She motioned to a picture of her kids mugging for the camera. A smile appeared along with a wistful look. “I came to work today hoping to finish early and pick up the kids. Then, you walked in.”

			“Sorry, I’ve never been known for my timing.”

			Jasmine chuckled. “You have to laugh—or go crazy.” She paused for a moment. “Seriously, we both know you’ve had an ethical lapse; whether that was justified by the circumstances in which that occurred can be debated ad nauseum. I can neither convict nor absolve you of guilt. I think for right now the greater good is served by preserving the status quo.”

			“So, I just stew in my own juices?”

			“Well, my friend, you were the one who jumped into the pot.”

			“So, I should continue my duties as Cancer Center Director and PI for ongoing trials here at High Plains?”

			Jasmine shrugged. “That would seem reasonable. Further transgressions have been obviated by 181 being half a world away.”

			Lars nodded as they shook hands and parted. As he left Jasmine’s office, he began to realize his soul cleansing confession was just moments old and was already tainted. True, EJ 181 has resurfaced as Somitra in Thailand. Well, not exactly all of it went overseas. I have a stash for Kate in the basement with more available when I need it for her and Henry Mitchell.

			Whoops, he thought, I failed to mention treating Henry Mitchell’s membrane pneumonitis. Hmm, I also didn’t tell Jasmine I’m still Elijah-Co’s principal investigator for Somitra trials worldwide. He sighed, feeling guilt mounting as he emerged from the bowels of the medical center. He took a breath of fresh air and started to turn back. Then he realized that Jasmine was too fragile at this time to hear any more confessions.

			He shrugged his shoulders and walked to his car. “EJ 181 is dead. Long live Somitra.”

		

	
		
			2

			Mae was in the kitchen making breakfast when her husband, Dr. Denton Bradley, returned home after his usual morning run.

			He entered the kitchen and kissed her on the cheek. “Hey, lovely lady, what are you doing up so early?”

			She smiled. “I thought I’d surprise you with my nearly famous momlets. Now that the kids are off to college, I hardly ever make them.”

			“Uh oh, did I forget something important, like your birthday or our anniversary?”

			“No, silly. I don’t need an excuse to make breakfast for my hubby.”

			“I’m all sweaty and need to shower. Can you keep breakfast on hold until I’m done?”

			“Just let me know when you’re getting dressed.”

			Mae eyed Dent as he turned and walked down the hallway and up the stairs to the master suite. He still had the best buns in town. A lustful smile crossed her face as she sat down to a fresh cup of coffee and memories of her man.

			She met Denton Bradley her freshman year in college. He was different then. He was a devilishly handsome, party-loving senior. They played cat and mouse games until the day when Dent got his acceptance letter to medical school. That night, after the charade of “Just do what’s best for your career, and I’ll do the same,” they fell into each other’s arms. They were hopelessly in love, which brought confrontation with reality. He was up to his ears in student loans, medical school was half a continent away, and she had three more years of matriculation. What to do?

			The indominable force of post-adolescent hormones prevailed. Mae agreed to follow her man to New York. She would pursue a modeling career in support of his medical education. Her mother wept. Her father became apoplectic. Nothing would budge their determined daughter. Her parents grudgingly gave their blessing when the two married. At least their daughter’s MRS degree was with a future doctor.

			Mae Bradley loved the walkway and the attention it brought her. Her coquettish nature endeared her to designers and buyers alike. She thrilled at displaying her body in dazzling attire, a feeling not totally shared by Dent. “I draw the line at string bikinis,” he once told her. But Mae quickly learned his passion was fueled by thoughts of jealous men gawking at her. She teased but was the ever faithful wife. Her modeling career easily supported the couple, with enough left over to service the college loans. She felt productive and respected. Mae recalled their years in New York as the absolute best.

			She self-consciously pulled her housecoat tighter. It concealed a model’s gracefully aging body. Twenty-five years and two children had molded this Twiggy into a shapely, mature woman. Shapely and mature, however, cursed any thoughts of returning to the walkway and her glory years. Dent seemed okay with that. She wasn’t.

			Denton had graduated with honors and begun his residency training program. They both wanted children, and they wanted them now. They faced the new reality of a resident’s paltry salary and designer preference for the skinny over the preggy look. Once again, hormones claimed the day.

			Denton performed the duties of medical resident weekdays and delivered babies weekends. The latter paid for the family expansion—Scott and Amy. Dr. Bradley completed residency and pulmonary fellowship. He continued delivering babies while he waited for the right job offer in New York. None came, and he grudgingly took a position in High Plains. Although saddened at leaving Manhattan, Mae took consolation in being closer to family.

			Denton continued delivering babies weekends while his pulmonary practice grew. Mae was a stay-at-home wife and mother. The only modeling work available in High Plains was the annual home and auto show, which was way beneath her dignity.

			Things were going well until one weekend when Dent came home early from delivering babies. Something bad had happened, something awfully bad. Mae clutched her coffee cup tighter, flinching at the memory. That day had changed their world forever. Denton descended into a deep depression and emerged a new man. He found God and an ultra-conservative cult that cultivated his newfound religious zeal. He, in turn, supported the cult with the riches of his now booming medical practice.

			“I’m out of the shower,” burst her bubble of memories. Mae popped the bread in the toaster and put the momlets on the stove. The two sat down to breakfast.

			Dent praised her between bites of egg and toast. “Your momlet’s as good as ever, but I’m a little confused. I thought Kristen was going to cook breakfast, and you were going to sleep in this morning. You’ve been supportive of a simpler lifestyle—following in the footsteps of Jesus. I wanted to repay you by getting help for you with the menial tasks here at home. Kristen is my gift to you.”

			“I appreciate the gesture, but menial to you may be meaningful to me. You’re so busy with the clinic and the church that we spend little time together. I thought making breakfast for you would be preferable to making an appointment to see you at the clinic.”

			She nearly retracted her stinging comment as she saw the hurt in Dent’s eyes, but her pent-up anger said, “No.” His voice quivered as he tried to control his emotions. “I understand how you feel, but. . . .”

			“But what, Denton Bradley, but what? I’m supposed to be understanding that Jesus comes first, your preaching comes second, the clinic is third, maybe the kids come fourth—although I would like more than an occasional email as evidence of a relationship with them.” She took a breath. “Look way down on your list of priorities, and you’ll see a woman making a pathetic gesture to get your attention. She’s waving an omelet pan. Gee, I wonder who that might be?”

			Dent’s face reddened, and he slammed his fork on the table. “Okay, what do you want from me? How about I close the clinic and abandon my practice? You, the kids, and I could share the warm fuzzies of an idyllic relationship in the poorhouse. I’m sure Scott and Amy won’t mind dropping out of school and exchanging their cars for a beggar’s tin cup.” He took a deep breath and continued. “I know you and I don’t agree on religious issues, but I’m telling you, never try to get between me and my Lord Jesus Christ.”

			“You know damned well I would never do that!” she screamed. Then her voice dropped to a whisper. “Why is your world populated with dichotomies? Why must I always be given a choice between extremes? It’s fire or ice. Why can’t I have a third choice—a sunny beach on a warm summer day?”

			Denton glanced at his watch. “I’m late for work. Let’s finish this discussion another time, after we’ve had time to consider our needs. I, for one, will seek guidance from my Lord. I would suggest you find help from a higher party as well.” He left for work without another word.

			Mae began to clear the table, mumbling, “I guess my appointment with the reverend doctor is over.”

			***

			Dent muttered his way to work. He parked outside the clinic and paused to put on his game face. He greeted his administrative assistant with an upbeat, “Good morning, Josh. What’s cooking today?”

			Joshua Smalley looked up from a computer. His glasses gave the twentysomething a scholarly look. However, his round face and twinkling eyes betrayed the glasses, giving him an all-American boy appearance. The last vestiges of baby fat clung to his chin and rolled over his belt. He’d let God and the world know he was trying to lose weight. The doughnut next to him, though, suggested more effort would be necessary. “Hi, Dr. B. It’s going to be pretty much the usual day. You have ten patients scheduled, including a new one.”

			Denton looked over Josh’s shoulder at the day’s schedule. “Tell me about the new one. Her name sounds familiar.”

			“She’s CEO of Cattlemen’s Bank and has a lung mass. It’s all hush, hush. I’ve set her up for an extended visit, followed by a diagnostic bronchoscopy. She’s a nervous Nellie, but I assured her of our discretion. She’s afraid of the consequences if word gets out. . . .”

			“Ah, yes, vulnerability is the curse of the rich and powerful.”

			Josh seemed to accept the interruptions and pontifications from his boss and continued. “I put her disc in the computer. You can review her chest X-ray before the visit. She hasn’t had a CAT scan.”

			“Set her up for that before I see her. Draw the usual blood studies stat, including clotting studies. I don’t want her bleeding when I’m getting the biopsy.”

			“Roger that, Dr. B.”

			“Oh, I almost forgot. Notify anesthesia about the bronchoscopy.”

			“Consider it done.”

			Dent walked into his modest office and sat down at his computer. The sparse surroundings were at odds with the man’s affluence. The clinic brought him wealth and a growing reputation among the concierge crowd. It provided a variety of medical and surgical services in a luxury environment. It catered to the whims of those who could afford it. Insurance was not accepted. Claim submissions and processing would only add a layer of those privy to patient health problems and jeopardize the most compelling reason to come to the clinic: health care was provided with utmost discretion. Nothing went outside its fortress walls.

			The academic community looked upon Denton through a different lens. The hierarchy of respect for High Plains University doctors began with the so-called mouse doctors, those doing pure research. Beneath them were those doing translational medicine, bringing research findings to the bedside. The bottom of the hierarchy were the money grubbers, those who practiced medicine in the community and held no university affiliation. If untouchables exist, Denton Bradley would be numbered among them. Medicine is a calling, and, as one wag commented, “Dr. Bradley was called by Scrooge McDuck.” He couldn’t care less what the academics thought of him. Medicine and money were in service of his true passions, lay ministry and preaching the gospel. He was, above all, God’s servant, and he let no one forget that.

			Dent logged into his computer, studied the disc, and rang up Josh. “I reviewed the chest X-ray of the new patient. Set her up with an appointment with thoracic surgery tomorrow. She may have a resectable cancer. Oh, and get John Winslow on the phone for me. Try his private cell. If he doesn’t answer, try the funeral home’s main line.”

			If the clinic was the core of Denton Bradley Holdings, the funeral business was the money tree. John Winslow, Mae’s second cousin, was titular head of the expanding enterprise, with headquarters at Shady Valley Chapel and Crematorium. John Winslow was a founding member of The Church of a Higher Calling and confidant of Denton. He ran the day-to-day business of death. True power belonged to Denton, who kept his involvement secret. He feared public knowledge would bring scandal and possibly threaten the clinic’s reputation. “Good morning, Brother Winslow. How’s business?”

			“Good, Brother Bradley, exceptionally good. The purchase of Sunset Mortuaries has been finalized. They drove a harder bargain than what we thought at last week’s board meeting. They’ll also keep 100 percent of their accounts receivable, which will make us cash-strapped for the next three months, but I think the investment’s a good one.”

			Dent thought a moment. “I think I can pull a few strings at Cattleman’s Bank. We can get a short-term, low-interest loan to tide us over until cash begins to flow our way.”

			“I don’t think that will be necessary, but I’ll keep it in mind. So, what’s new at your end?”

			“Your favorite cousin and I had a discussion this morning. She’s upset that I’m not spending enough time with her. I prayed on it coming in to work, and I think she has a point. The clinic is a covetous creature, so if I’m going to take more time for Mae, it will have to be from Shady Valley. I hope that won’t place an undue burden on you.”

			John beamed. “Not at all; I appreciate your confidence in me.”

			“I would trust you with my life, Brother John.” Denton chuckled. “I literally trust you with my spiritual life every day. Keep me posted on events at Shady Valley. I’ll pick and choose those I can attend.”

			“Enjoy your time with Mae. She’s a good woman.”

			“Thank you. Stay safe, my friend.”

			While awaiting his first patient, Dr. Dent did a cursory online review of recently published Pulmonary Medicine articles. He liked staying current. One of them caught his eye: “Membrane Prion Pneumonitis: Case Report and Discussion of Histologic Findings.”

			He read the abstract and shook his head. Medical journals are as bad as cable news; they’d publish any crap that’s sent to them.

			Dent looked up before noting the paper’s author. Josh was coming in with the snail mail. “Nothing here that needs your immediate attention, sir. I’ll leave it on your desk”

			“Fine. I’ll meet you in the outpatient clinic.” Dent grabbed his white coat and left.

			***

			Josh glanced at the computer screen as he dropped off the mail. A familiar name caught his eye, so he stopped the computer’s automatic shutdown and looked closer. It was Dr. Lars Sorenson from the Cancer Center authoring an article on pneumonitis. And . . . why was the Cancer Center Director writing an article on lung disease, and without a pulmonologist as co-author? Very strange. He printed the article and put it away for future reading.
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			Lars took out his cell phone as he left the med school building and walked the short distance to the University Gardens. He sat down on a bench to think. His beloved Kate would be waiting for the call; the weight of his confession was borne by her as well. He had reluctantly agreed to a full-truth treaty with her, yet his instincts screamed, “Protect her!” The reversal of her aging disease by Somitra had literally made a new woman of her. He desperately wanted to shelter that woman from life’s badness. But that would run counter to their treaty. So, he made the call, electing to use humor as he so often did when the moment called for a painful reckoning.

			She answered on the second ring.

			“Wow, I’m impressed. Usually, when I call you, your cell goes to voicemail.”

			“Usually, I don’t have a good reason to answer immediately. Now, cut the crap and tell me what happened at the meeting with Jasmine.”

			“I entered her office to do penance. I left her office without absolution.”

			“I hope you realize you’re not making a whole lot of sense.”

			“Sorry. I confessed to her what I had done, pretty much the way we’d mapped it out. She got angry with me—not for the sins I committed but for placing the burden of my guilt on her. Admittedly, I put her in a nasty predicament. If she brought charges against me, she would jettison my burden but at the price of opening Pandora’s box. The world would see Somitra and the possibility of amortality. We both know the potential conflagration of that exposure. On the other hand, if she ignored my confession, she’d become an accessory after the fact to my ethical misconduct. So, she threw my guilt back at me like a hot potato. So, everything is different, just like we thought it would be. But—and it’s a big but—nothing has changed.”

			“So, whatcha gonna do with the hot potato?”

			“I’ll have to let it burn my hands, at least for now.”

			“Are you going back to Elijah-Co?”

			“I guess I never left. However, Jenna knows I intended to confess my transgressions. I don’t think she’ll relay that information up the chain of command at Elijah-Co, at least not until she sees the fallout from my meeting with Jasmine today. She’s quite literally the redheaded stepchild of upper management. It would do her no good to rat me out. But I may be wrong. That woman has always been a step ahead of me.”

			“I think you better talk to her soon.”

			“She’s my next call. I’ll keep you posted.”

			“And I won’t let your calls go to voicemail.”

			He reluctantly called Jenna’s cell.

			“Oh, it’s you, Lars. Are you calling from time-out, or did you cop out of your confession at the last minute?”

			“Neither.”

			“I wasn’t aware that I gave you a third option.”

			“I took it anyway. Look, Jenna, I know you’re pissed. . . .”

			“No, Lars, I’m angry as hell. You put the whole Somitra project in jeopardy by meeting with Jasmine, and you think I’m what? A little pissed?”

			“Okay, okay, you’re angry as hell. But I’m asking you to hear me out.”

			“I did before you ever met with Jasmine. You obviously didn’t take my advice. So, why should I listen to you now? Perhaps I should talk to Jasmine instead.”

			“I wouldn’t recommend it. She’s on overload right now.”

			“What kind of malarkey is that?”

			“Please, just give me a chance to explain.”

			Silence blistered Lars’s ear. He tapped his phone. “Hello. Are you still there?”

			“Meet me in the lab this afternoon before five o’clock.”

			“Should I bring knives or guns?”

			“Just leave the humor at the door.”

			He pocketed his phone and headed for the office.

			The Oncology Division was located on the second floor of the Medical School. The reception area was smaller than that of the Pathology Department and served fewer offices, reflecting the lesser status of a division. The so-called bullpen, which accommodated the needs of residents and fellows, separated Lars’s office from the reception area. However, he did have a private entrance directly off the hall, which he decided not to use today. He entered the office area and saw Patty manning the receptionist’s desk. She had labored through online courses to get her degree and achieve the position of Oncology Division Office Manager. Why return to the entry level job?

			“Good morning, Patty. What are you doing sitting at the reception desk?”

			The young woman with her hair of many colors stared off into space. He waved his hand in front of her eyes. “Yoo-hoo, ODOM, where are you?”

			“Oh, Dr. Lars, good morning. I didn’t hear you come in.”

			“So, what’s with ODOM at the reception desk?”

			“Oh, Alvin took the day off. I’m not sure if it’s his third or fourth grandmother who died. My God, you just can’t get good help these days.”

			Lars started to speak, then stopped. “Silly me,” he laughed. “I was going to ask you if Sally was in yet.”

			“I almost called her myself this morning. This is only day two of her Nurse Practitioner seminar and extended vacation. It seems like it’s been a month.”

			“It’s like my right arm is missing.”

			Patty sighed. “Well, she’s missing, but, fortunately, your right arm isn’t. We’ll just have to forge ahead without her. Here’s your snail mail. Your desk is full of papers screaming for your autograph.”

			Lars groaned. Patty smiled and said, “I double checked the numbers on the time sheets and invoices. ODOM is sparing you as much tedium as possible.”

			“Thank you, kind lady. When Dr. Reddy has finished rounds, would you ask him to stop by my office? I want to see how he’s doing.” Lars realized the valuable resource that was Patty and inquired. “You know everything that’s going on around here. What’s your take on him?”

			“You mean how is Dr. Dreamboat doing?”

			Lars was caught off guard. “Dr. who?”

			Patty had a silly grin on her face. “I overheard the older women in the lunchroom calling him dreamboat. It’s archaic but cute. The man is Adonis.”

			“You have a crush on our recruit?”

			“Crush is appropriate for teens and younger; my feelings for him are so much more. Don’t tell him I said that. It will take time for him to feel the same, but time is on my side. He’s new in town, binary, and unattached.”

			“I’ll withdraw my question. I can’t see you giving me an unbiased assessment of Adonis.”

			“Patty the woman is obviously biased. Patty the Oncology Office Manager is totally objective. He’s brilliant, articulate, and has a commanding presence.”

			“Are you talking about General George Patton?”

			“Whoever he is, no. ODOM is talking about Dr. Valdus Reddy.”

			“Never mind my failed humor. I just want him to stop by my office for a quick chat.”

			Lars left the reception area, calling over his shoulder. “Love your hair this morning. The red goes nicely with your outfit.”

			Patty called back, “Nice of you to notice. Both hair and blouse reflect the burning passion in my heart.”

			Lars paused to add, “Some wear their heart on their sleeve. You, on the other hand, choose to wear it on your head.”

			“Never and always, Dr. Lars.”

			He smiled at her comment as he walked into his office. Hard copies of journal articles and emails were scattered about. Patty tried to maintain order by neatly stacking the older copies. Lars just added more to his scatter. Patty limited this hoarding by consigning the bottom of her stack each day to the circular file. Lars never noticed. He sat down at his desk, which, by treaty, remained free of hoarding. It was occupied by his computer and current must-reads and must-signs. He generally abided by the treaty and even used his outbox most of the time. Before attacking the must lists, he indulged himself by scanning a couple of new journals. One article brought a smile. So, it’s finally seeing the light of day. “Membrane Prion Pneumonitis: Case Report and Discussion of Histologic Findings.”

			“Dr. Sorenson, I hope I’m not disturbing you. Patty said you wanted to see me.”

			Lars looked up to see his young recruit, viewing him through the prism of ODOM’s eyes. Adonis was short, dark, and thin. His jet-black hair was combed back. His smile was warm and framed by a well-trimmed mustache and beard. “Hey, Val, good to see you. Once again, please call me Lars. You’re an instructor of medicine and attending physician in the Division of Oncology. As such, you’re entitled to call me by my first name.”

			Sorry, Doc . . . oops, Lars. I grew up where titles are taken seriously and using them shows respect.”

			Val continued at attention. “Well, whatever works for you. But, hey, have a chair. This is a chat, not an inquisition.”

			Val sat down but maintained a poker spine.

			“Anyway, how are things going? Let’s start with the house staff and fellows,” said Lars.

			“The fellows are good. Sonia is particularly bright and eager. I don’t know about the rest of the High Plains house staff, but the ones we currently have are strong, with a good work ethic.”

			“Good, I’m glad to hear that. How about clinic?”

			“It’s okay. I’m missing Sally already. She’s the queen of the cancer clinic. But I may take the opportunity presented by her absence to make some changes. I’ll do it gradually. I know change is a four-letter word with nurses.”

			“I wouldn’t get too involved with the day-to-day operations. I want you to get more active in our translational research program. Careers are made through research, not in restructuring clinics.”

			Val’s eyes lit up, and he leaned forward in his chair. “I’ve really been impressed with EJ 445. Some of the responses have been astonishing. I know you were honchoing that clinical trial before I came on board, but I’d like to continue conducting it.”

			Lars laughed. “‘Honchoing’? You’re fitting right into the culture here. Soon you’ll be wearing spurs and a ten-gallon hat.”

			Val’s eyes sparkled. “Maybe I’ll start with one spur and five gallons’ worth of hat.”

			“Good comeback, hombre. Seriously, though, I love working with new drugs, and I, too, found EJ 445 to be exciting. But there are limits to what I can do. You certainly are welcome to continue honchoing that trial.”

			“Some time soon, I’d like you to talk with Dr. Jenna Daniel. You met her during your interviews. She has some interesting findings in her mouse colonies that she’d like to bring to the bedside. She needs an MD champion to do that. It will benefit you to see the red tape you have to go through to get a study from mouse to man. But you’ll have your hands full with the inpatient service and the clinic, as well, until Sally gets back.”

			Val glanced at the journal Lars was holding. “I read your case report and the editorial accompanying it. I think the editors are treating membrane prions as if you can choose to believe or not believe they can cause human disease.”

			“We’ve just started to make our case. So, we have to be patient with them.”

			“You mean there’s more to come?”

			“Yup, and, like I said, careers are made through research. I think the foundation for yours can be laid by working with Jenna and the prions in her mouse colonies. I’ll discuss collaborating with you the next time I see her. So, my young friend, off to the clinic, but keep the higher vision.”

			Lars finished his administrator-in-chief chores and had a late lunch alone, trying not to think of his upcoming meeting with Jenna. When the time came, he returned to the bowels of the med school. This time he kept going straight, past the Pathology Department, and through the tunnel to the old CDC building. He passed the electronic security checkpoint and climbed the stairs. He quietly entered the lab through the back door. Jenna was sitting in the glass-enclosed office, entering data into her terminal. He caught his breath as a wave of testosterone coursed through his body. After all, Jenna was his first love, and the site of her long, brown hair and delightfully curvaceous body brought back erotic memories. A change in her sexual identity put an end to their man-woman relationship. Her reentry into his life was all business, focused on the intrigue of Elijah-Co’s search for amortality. The wave passed and he steeled himself to the coming encounter.

			The terminal Jenna was using was part of a complex computing system built on the client server model, with the powerful mainframe acting as the server. All the terminals in the path department were clients of the mainframe, which also provided the terminals with access to the medical center’s computerized medical records and, of course, the internet. This system made it easy for Jasmine to monitor all the activities, including the research, conducted in her department. Since Jenna held joint appointments with the university and Elijah-Co, and with the latter paying her salary, she was allowed to escape scrutiny.

			Little had changed in the physical structure of the laboratory since Jasmine became department chairperson. The central office with its supply rooms remained the lab’s hub, with the specialty laboratories radiating like spokes of a wheel. The lab renovation was the brainchild of Norma Latchfield while Chairperson of Pathology. Jenna, with Elijah-Co’s funding, was a willing enabler. Norma’s vision was to create a first-class laboratory that would attract outside talent. Jasmine had been number one on her list. When Norma died under mysterious circumstances, Jasmine became her logical successor. Dean Mitchell snubbed her in favor of his crony, Dr. Aak. When he disappeared into the night with EJ 181, Mitchell was pressured into naming Jasmine the new chairperson. She continued Norma’s task of recruiting new talent, with Elijah-Co providing state-of-the-art equipment as lures. Those newbies were starting to put their own marks on the laboratory. It was good to see her success.

			Jenna heard his footsteps and gave him a chilly reception. “So, you met with Jasmine?”

			“Yes. I thought long and hard about it, but, in the end, I found it best to come clean. It was my confession, and I left you and the others out of it.”

			She just shook her head. “Jesus, Lars, you’ve destroyed your career—and for what?”

			Lars sat down across from her. “What I thought would be a simple confession was not. Jasmine refused to accept responsibility for exposing the clandestine studies. She’s afraid of the consequences if prions and Somitra become public knowledge.”

			“What?”

			“She justified her stance by employing the ethical argument of the greater good for the greater number.”

			Jenna thought for a moment. “So, she left you in limbo and a slave to her whims. She could change her mind and inform on you at any time.” She began to pace. “You’ve left yourself so damned vulnerable! Mark my words. Sometime down the line, you’ll go under the bus.”

			“I view it differently. I admitted my guilt, and, yes, I made myself vulnerable, but I take issue with your characterization of Jasmine Washington. She’s an ethical person who feels out of her depth. She isn’t keeping my confession a secret to manipulate me. I think she legitimately believes what we’re doing should be kept under wraps.”

			“Did I see the turnip truck go by?” She sat down and folded her arms. “Okay, where do you go from here?”

			“I’d like to continue working as before. The secrets of amortality have been shared with Jasmine, but she isn’t the first and certainly won’t be the last. Elijah-Co has changed course from complete secrecy to a gradual release of our results to the scientific community. . . .”

			“Yes, but the operative word is gradual.”

			“You and I know that ain’t gonna happen. We both want Elijah-Co to be more transparent. Sooner or later, someone’s gonna pop the top off Pandora’s box.”

			“I agree with you on those points. But it’s not the right time to bullhorn the news that Somitra is the fountain of youth.”

			“What about my confession? Where do I stand with Elijah-Co?”

			“My first reaction was to tell Teddy,” said Jenna. “After all, Elijah-Co’s CEO should know of a possible betrayal. That being said, the last time I talked with him, he was still harboring a grudge against you and Kate.”

			“You mean because we spoiled his cockamamie plan to harness social media to promote Somitra?”

			Jenna threw up her hands. “You know and I know it was crazy. But Teddy’s a businessman and doesn’t think like you and me. Elijah-Co needed to slowly release information on a drug which will produce amortality, while creating public opinion favorable to the drug. So, what to do? If you’re Teddy, you buy the solution at the best possible price. Sending you and Kate to entice thought leaders to take Somitra and gain amortality in exchange for their manipulation of social media seemed a pretty good bargain and not at all crazy. After all, there are parallels in what happened in the presidential election of 2016.”

			Jenna sat back down. Lars slowly nodded. “So, what you’re saying is I’m in enough hot water with Ted. I don’t need more. So, you’re not going to rat me out to Ted?”

			“That’s my current thinking.”

			“How about Henry?”

			“I think his support of Teddy’s plan was more out of loyalty than conviction. So, maybe we leave him in the dark as well.”

			“I feel like I’m getting a bunch of maybes but no certainties.” He eyed her suspiciously. “Whether you tell Ted, Henry, or both of them about my visit with Jasmine really makes no difference to you, does it? You have no skin in this game.”

			Lars noted that Jenna crossed her arms and legs before responding. “Not true. I have a deep personal reason to keep the lid on your confession. Tattling to Stepdaddy and Uncle Henry would be demeaning to me by reinforcing their damned paternalistic attitude. So, for now, I think we follow Jasmine’s lead and keep things quiet. I can’t see a better option at this time.”

			She unfolded her arms but remained seated with her legs crossed.

			Lars forced a smile. His good intentions were taking him down a road to perdition. Jenna had warned him that Jasmine could push him under the bus but failed to warn him that she could do the same. So, in one short day, he’d made confession without resolution and let himself be held captive to the whims of two powerful women. Lars stood and began to leave. Then he remembered his promise to Val. “I have a favor to ask.”

			“You’ve got to be kidding.”

			“It’s not for me. I’m not tone deaf. It’s for Valdus Reddy, our new attending. I’m trying to guide him down a career path in translational research.”

			“You’ve got EJ 445. Why do you need me?”

			“EJ 445 is really my drug. He needs a fresh project. I know you have some ideas you’d like to bring to the bedside. To do that, you need a physician champion. Working with you will give Val the full experience of study design, committee approvals, and conduct of a study. Working together will be a win-win for both of you.”

			“Your goal for him is what?”

			“He wants a career in academic medicine. He needs research credentials.”

			Jenna’s countenance brightened. “I’d be happy to meet with him. I’m surprised you’d trust me with his career. After all, I was complicit in your clandestine trials.”

			“Val is a callow young man who needs an experienced mentor. Who better to lead him down the path than one who has, on occasion, wandered off?”

			“What’s in it for you?”

			“Let’s just say a man needs a legacy, and Val is mine.”
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