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On July 27, 1995, forty-two years after the cessation of hostilities in Korea, a most haunting war memorial was unveiled in Washington, D.C. It was a memorial to the 36,940 Americans who gave their lives from June 25, 1950, to July 27, 1953, in the war that never happened.

This book is dedicated to the 8,176 Americans still missing in Korea and to soldiers and agents of every American war and conflict that were ever left behind on foreign soils.

Source: Office of Secretary of Defense, Washington Headquarters Services, Directorate for Information Operations and Reports (WHS/DIOR); Defense Prisoners of War/Missing in Action Office (DPMO). Data released January 10, 2000.








It is now clear that we are facing an implacable enemy whose avowed objective is world domination by whatever means and at whatever cost. There are no rules in such a game. Hitherto acceptable norms of human conduct do not apply…long-standing American concepts of “fair play” must be reconsidered. We must develop effective espionage and counterespionage services and must learn to subvert, sabotage, and destroy our enemies by more clever, more sophisticated, and more effective methods than those used against us.

—Herbert Hoover Commission, 1949
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NEW YORK STATE HOSPITAL FOR THE INSANE

NEW YORK, CATSKILL MOUNTAINS 1950




Rain pounded Mount Tamathy, melting snow into white patches that dappled the sopping brown leaves. Men formed lines along the ridges, wearing winter coats and fedoras, carrying shotguns that poked the brush behind the misty fog of their breath.

An eerie siren wailed faintly in the distance, warning residents of nearby Stockton that an inmate was still at large and that they should lock their doors before they turned in for the night.

“Jack?” a voice crackled loudly over the radio. “Jack, you trying to raise me?”

Jack McCullough put the cold device to his ear and raised the yard-long antenna on his radio.

“Emmet.” The big man removed his hat to shake off the water.


“I’m under Chimney Rock. I need you up here.”

Static hissed over the radio waves, finally broken by the words “…copy…help…all right?”

“Yeah, I’m all right,” McCullough growled. “It’s the boy Emmet, he’s going to need a backboard. You copy?”

McCullough listened, but there was nothing more to hear, nothing but the steady rain, and now and then a chunk of ice falling from the boughs of the evergreens. He let the radio fall carelessly on its sling and cursed.

McCullough didn’t much care for the army’s gift of surplus radios, thought them cumbersome and unreliable in the mountains. He cared even less for the army itself or at least for Alpha Company, which had taken up residence on the mountain last year.

It wasn’t enough that he had to deal with an insane asylum and all the problems that came with it. Now he was chasing soldier boys around the mountains.

The radio crackled after a minute and he heard Emmet say, “Backboard, Jack, I got it.”

McCullough leaned with his back to the trunk of a tall pine, the long needles shielding him from the rain as he looked down at the body lying at his feet.

He’d thought they’d been tracking a mental patient all day. They all had. You just didn’t see people running around these parts of the mountain on foot. Not unless they’d gone over the wall of the asylum.

He slid to a squat and leaned over the boy. The kid’s eyes might be looking at him, but with so much blood streaming out of the sockets it was impossible to tell.

“Can you hear me, son?” McCullough leaned over and put an ear to the boy’s lips.

“Can’t…on,” the boy whispered. “Can’t…on.”

“You understand me, boy?”

“Can’t…on,” the boy said, “Can’t…on.”


McCullough tugged the canvas hunting jacket up to cover the boy’s eyes. Then he stood.

Mount Tamathy parted clouds at forty-two hundred feet, visibility good enough to make out the jagged black line of the Delaware River Gorge to the east. Elsewhere the sky was growing dark and closing in around him. The kid wouldn’t have made it a night on the mountain alone. The temperature would drop again tonight and rain would turn to sleet before snow. Then the coyotes and wolves would have come in for the smell of blood.

McCullough had never looked upon the Catskills without wonder. The mountains never looked the same way twice to him and few men had laid eyes upon them so often. He chopped wood here in the fall and tapped maples in the spring. He hunted for the family’s meat and gathered roots and herbs for his grandmother’s medicines. He was, as all generations of McCulloughs and Groesbecks, Ver Dooks, and Van Dycks before him, dependent upon the mountain’s bounty.

But Jack was hardly a country bumpkin. He had experienced the sordid nightlife around military bases south of Washington, D.C., and had seen action in France and Belgium during the Second World War. Jack had met boys from every corner of the continent, and in 1946, when he was discharged from Fort McPherson in Atlanta, he was left with fifty dollars to make his way home. Instead he drove west to visit a buddy from the Twenty-eighth Infantry who lived in Arizona, and then north to Wyoming before he crossed the Badlands on his way back home to New York. In a mere twenty years, Jack had seen more of the world than all of his American ancestors put together.

The urban world held little fascination for McCullough. He was a country boy at heart, so he returned to the farm of his ancestors and married Carla Woodruff, the first girl in his high school ever to matriculate to a university. Two years later she joined the Stockton public school system and Jack applied as a security guard at the New York State Hospital for the Insane.


The locals still referred to it as “the asylum,” originally named Van Buren for the first president to have been born a citizen of the newly formed United States. Van Buren’s father had once been a popular tavern owner in the upstate village of Kinderhook, and memories in the Catskills ran long.

A mammoth institution, the asylum was built at the end of the Civil War and consisted of a half-million-square-foot main building with six annexes on 338 acres of land. Seventy of those acres had been cleared for farming so the asylum could supply its own beef, grain, and dairy products. Thirty were devoted to hospital wards, and the remaining stand of timber provided a buffer to the world beyond Mount Tamathy. It currently housed 4,300 inmates and employed a staff of 264.

Escapes weren’t uncommon; the thousand doors or windows were sure to be left unlocked at one time or another, and inmates sometimes came into possession of tools left behind by maintenance workers.

Not that there was anywhere to run. Dogs patrolled the only road in and out. Which left only the mountains to hide in, and while many went in, fewer were known to return. The Catskills were as inclined to swallow a man as spit him back out, the old-timers said.

This of course must have been the reason the asylum had been built in this remote region of the state following the Civil War. Tens of thousands of soldiers had lost eyes and limbs on the battlefields, suffered ball and shrapnel wounds to the brain; endured disfiguring burns from black powder explosions. Thousands more had been pinned down in no-man’s-lands between enemy lines, covered by body parts and the dying who cried out for water or their mothers. And then there were witnesses to the carnage, all the nurses and sawbones and civilians who had to pick up all those body parts and put them into graves.

The psychological toll was overwhelming.

The government needed some place where the hopeless could live out their lives in peace and segregation. And the Catskills were no less secluded a century later when the United States Army came looking for a place to conduct secret activities.

McCullough shook a Chesterfield from a pack, caught it on his lower lip, and lit it with a silver Zippo.

He looked at his watch. The search had entered its seventh hour.

He blew smoke through a heavy beard that matched terracotta freckles on his wrists and big hands. He looked down at the boy’s body again: the polished black boots that had been badly scarred by the fall to the rocks; the army shirt punctured by bones where a compound fracture splintered his elbow.

McCullough kept wondering what in the hell would have possessed the kid to go out on the edge of Chimney Rock. The formation was little more than a sixty-foot spire and there was hardly doubt in daylight up above that you were stepping out into space.

McCullough had a feeling it had something to do with Area 17. The locals never doubted that there were strange things going on in that place. They’d seen the heavy trucks passing through Stockton on their way to Mount Tamathy. They knew the military was putting sophisticated equipment on the base and they knew that three-star generals and barbwire outer perimeters around heavy-gauge security fencing meant but one thing. That whatever was inside was important enough to kill for. Not even the usually cocky teens demonstrated bravado by sneaking around the perimeter of the base.

Some thought Continental Air Command chose Mount Tamathy as one of the four strategic radar installations that would make up the new North American defense initiative. Some thought the government was concerned about things far scarier than Soviet aircraft. Just two years earlier, a farmer in Roswell, New Mexico, found the remains of an unidentified flying object in his field and there had been speculation ever since that the government had an alien body inside Area 51.


Whatever was going on inside the compound on Mount Tamathy, the cows were the first to disapprove. Within a year of the facility’s construction, the large dairy herd at the mental asylum stopped giving milk. Then one of the Luxors’ prized steers was found dead in a pasture six miles away off Fox Ridge Road. Two different vets who came to look at it could not explain its demise, although one later told a preacher that its eyes had been burned from their sockets.

Rumors of diseased cattle, however, were bad for business; even a hint of healthy animals collapsing in fields affected market profits for hundreds of miles. So a grave was dug and the steer and story were quickly laid to rest.

One night in June there was an inexplicable earth tremor shattering windows on two fire towers on Kawahita Ridge. The town’s elders proclaimed they had never even heard of a quake in the history of the Catskills and the only agency that documented such things in those days, the New York State Police, concluded it was an act of vandalism, most likely teens playing with dynamite.

Then night lights started appearing over Mount Tamathy, yellow and green bands that shimmered like the Aurora Borealis. A small group of Native Americans said it was the Algonquin Indians’ Manitou, whose spirit had been awakened by the earth tremors in June. Others were convinced that UFOs were conducting surveillance of Area 17. Everyone agreed it was the last time in twenty years they had been able to get AM radio reception near Mount Tamathy.

Then there were suicides. An orderly leaped from the water tower on a sunny afternoon. A patient was found hanging by a light cord in a storage closet.

No one could say definitively that the army was to blame, but then no one could say that it wasn’t, either. No one really knew what went on behind the gates of Area 17.

The boy at his feet continued to mumble incoherently, the result of a concussion, perhaps, but that wouldn’t explain the fiery red color of his skin or the heat rising from his face. There had been no time for infection to set in and he sure as hell hadn’t gotten a sunburn in the November Catskills.

McCullough heard the sound of brush snapping below him. His men making their way up the side of the mountain. He winced as smoke from his cigarette curled into his eye, and he ground the knuckles of his hand against the tears, muttering, “Damn.” Then he spat and tossed the cigarette into the rain.

It was Thanksgiving, and he wondered if the boy’s parents had any idea where their son was today. Could they have guessed he was lying broken at the foot of an obscure mountain in New York State? McCullough thought not. In fact, he doubted any of the enlisted men in Area 17 had mail privileges. Doubted that any of the families knew where their sons were.

The trees were nearly leafless now, forests colorless but for sprigs of wild grapes. The blood on his hands stood out in stark contrast to it all. He lifted the slicker and watched for the rise and fall of the boy’s chest. The name stenciled clearly in black on the green army shirt read MONAHAN, T. He was no more than twenty.

It had started just after 9 a.m. this morning. An electrician repairing the spotlights on the main gates saw a man running toward the trees outside the asylum wall. That was how the call came in to security and how McCullough’s men ended up spending Thanksgiving Day on the side of Mount Tamathy. He knew the staff back at the asylum was conducting a head count, trying to figure out who was missing from the asylum, but with four thousand inmates it was a job that took hours. McCullough saw no need to stop them just yet. His main concern now was getting the boy to the emergency room.

If the army was aware that one of their men went over the wall, they were keeping it quiet. No one from the base had alerted the asylum about such an incident and if they had, McCullough and his men would have been spared a day on the mountain. The army could have sent a search party off in the direction their soldier was last seen. Now he wasn’t inclined to return the favor. The army would find out about their soldier when he was good and ready to tell them.

There was a long low rumble off in the west. Whether or not Private Monahan, T., knew it, he had picked a good day to escape. The storm had stalled over the mountain in the early-morning hours, drenching the Catskills with two inches of rain. There was too little snow left to track a man and too much water to wash away his scent. He might have gone on for days if he hadn’t chosen to terminate his escape on the summit.

The boy kept repeating the monosyllabic words. McCullough could feel body heat rising from the jacket. He was tempted to lift the jacket again, but had no desire to look into those bloody eyes.

McCullough was not a man you would call squeamish. He’d seen plenty in his short time at the asylum. During his deployment in France and Belgium, he had the misfortune of watching a buddy die a horrible death in the sky over Bastogne. Medics had just airlifted them outside of the village when a mortar hit the tail of their helicopter, literally turning the craft on its side. His friend, thoroughly lashed to a stretcher—but not yet to the cargo bay of the helicopter—slid out the open door. Their eyes locked at that moment and he watched the stretcher fall until the helicopter righted itself and someone leaped to slam the door closed.

These were sights he would never forget, recurring nightmares that woke him in his sleep, and yet he was sure that there was nothing to compare with this boy’s bloody eyes.

“Jack?” a voice called. “Jack?”

“Up here,” he yelled.

A moment later Emmet arrived with three other officers, two of them carrying a backboard.


“Jesus,” Emmet said. He looked up at the rock ledge and shielded his eyes from the rain. “He fell?”

McCullough nodded, grabbing the slicker and pulling it away from the boy’s face.

Emmet stood frozen for a moment, then knelt and reached to touch a red cheek. “Shit, Jack, he’s not one of ours. He’s a soldier.”

McCullough nodded. “Must have gone AWOL.”

“What’s he saying?”

“Sounds like can-teen,” McCullough said. “He’s been repeating it since I found him. He won’t take water, though.”

“His head’s on fire. Maybe he’s delirious with the fever?”

“Took a hell of a hit on the head,” McCullough acknowledged.

Emmet leaned low and put his ear to the boy’s lips. “He must have been laying here all day. Wouldn’t have taken more than forty minutes to climb from the army base to the top of the rocks.”

McCullough grunted, shivering himself, for the cold was getting to him.

The boy’s voice was soft, the words monosyllabic: “Can’t on, can’t on, can’t on…”

“You want me to send Billy down to tell his commanding officer?”

McCullough shook his head. “Let em keep looking. He needs an emergency room more than the army right now. Let’s get some hands under him, boys,” he said. “Put the board right there, Jimmy. Billy, help him push it up snug.”

The men got their hands under the boy’s knees, back, and neck and lifted him on a three count to the wooden stretcher. McCullough saw a green leather notebook lying where the boy had been and discreetly picked it up while the others were strapping him down.

“Lions slaughtered the Yanks in Detroit,” Emmet offered.

“What was the score?” McCullough turned his back to his men as he opened the book and thumbed through the pages. There were dates and paragraph entries, neatly handwritten in ink toward the beginning of the book, but turning to scribble toward the middle where the writing ended. It was a log or journal of some kind, he thought, folding it closed and tucking it into his back pocket.

“Forty-nine to fourteen. The Lions had five hundred and eighty yards of offense.”

“Jiminy Christmas.” McCullough shook his head, looking up once more at the towering rock pinnacle above him. There was no way the boy could have missed recognizing the danger of walking out on it. He would have to have believed the fall would kill him if he jumped. So was this suicide?

“Hoernschemeyer ran ninety-six yards for a touchdown. I would have loved to have seen that one.”

“Yeah, and I’d love to see New York put up ten thousand dollars for a decent running back.” McCullough spat out a grain of tobacco caught on his tongue.

“What about Pittsburgh and Chicago?”

“Steelers twenty-eight, Cardinals seventeen.” Emmet peeled off his outer jacket and tossed it to McCullough. “Here, Jack. You must be freezing. I’ve been walking all the time you was waiting here.”

McCullough nodded gratefully and put it on. When they started down the muddy hillside—planting boots sideways to keep from slipping in the mud—McCullough patted his back pocket to reassure himself the book was secure there.

McCullough remembered the day the army first arrived to look over the adjacent property on Mount Tamathy. The asylum’s administrator had asked him to meet an entourage of officers and guide them through a service road to the wooded property west of the asylum. He’d said they were looking at it as a possible site to place an air command monitoring station. He had also make it clear that the army wanted to bring as little attention as possible to their visit.

It was early on a Sunday and McCullough had met the large black sedan at the main gate and escorted it to the edge of the asylum property before he left the army men to wander in the woods.

He could still remember the glitter of medals and gold epaulettes on the uniformed passengers front and back, but it was the man with the white homburg hat and white meerschaum pipe who startled him most. Dr. Edward “Buzz” Case, easily recognizable from newspaper stories and television appearances, might have been the last person he expected to see in the remote Catskill Mountains.

Case had been headline news around the country since the end of World War II, renowned for his work on the Manhattan Project, which produced the first atomic bomb. Case’s connection to the army was well established prior to 1950, but publicly he was parting ways from the military, devoting himself full-time to the new field of nuclear medicine. Some said he was atoning for the millions of lives lost at Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Case himself suggested he was close to developing a “radioactive” magic bullet that would cure cancer, and there was much ado about his moving to California to be near radiological research at the Radiation Laboratory in Berkeley.

Then, without a whisper or a warning, he disappeared off the face of the planet. Reporters who had been following him and the esteemed biologist and physician Jonas Salk—the man who would conquer polio—across the country were left bewildered as to what happened to their photogenic genius.

When he didn’t reappear at the five-year anniversary celebration of the surrender of Japan in Washington, D.C., the press began to ask questions. When they realized that Case’s own family was stonewalling them, they began to speculate on everything from a Soviet kidnapping to alien abduction.

Jack McCullough had never mentioned seeing Dr. Case that day to anyone else, but was sure that he knew what the rest of the world did not. That Dr. Edward Case was living in Area 17 and that his work had nothing at all to do with cancer research or even the new strategic air command initiative. Case could only have been recruited to develop a secret weapon to combat the new superpower, the Soviet Union.

The Cold War was a time like no other. People in neighborhoods in the 1950s lived under the prospect of imminent annihilation. All across America the mournful sirens wailed to test their systems and evacuations to fallout shelters. Children were taught to crawl under their desks and avoid the flying glass from windows. Shelters were constructed in every basement and backyard. TV and radio broadcasts were regularly interrupted by earsplitting warning signals.

And rumors abounded: The Russians had a machine that could affect the thoughts of entire populations. The Russians were testing a death ray in the city of Novosibirsk. The Russians were using high-voltage electricity to control the world’s weather.

Whatever was really going on behind the Iron Curtain, no one could say, but it was clear the United States was in an arms race with the Soviet Reds and the world had already seen proof—in Hiroshima and Nagasaki—that mankind was becoming capable of anything.

McCullough didn’t know what happened to the boy, but he was sure it had something to do with what went on behind the gates of Area 17. He was equally certain that the army would not have wanted civilians finding their soldier alive and talking.

He thought about the journal in his pocket. None of his men had seen it, he was certain. It was probably personal and should be returned to the boy’s family. But something else told him that whether harmless or not, it would be a mistake to mention it to the military. That to mention it would only bring trouble to the finder.
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NAZARETH HOSPITAL

PHILADELPHIA, PENNSYLVANIA 2008




There was too much time to think in this place, to relive past mistakes and reflect on the truth of age-old maxims. Too much time to consider what grim news the machines surrounding you might be collecting.

It didn’t matter that she was blind. Nothing could alter the clinical milieu of the place. Forget about counting to ten, inhaling and slowly exhaling, focusing on “happy thoughts” rather than the needles in your arm or the array of wires that found their way to your arms and head.

Sherry Moore had always considered the possibility of an early death. She’d suffered major head trauma as a child. Cerebrally blind since the age of five, a condition of the brain not the eyes, she suffered retrograde amnesia, unable to recall events before the accident in 1976. She also could visualize the last memories of dead people. If that didn’t tell you something was wrong with the wiring in her head, then nothing would.

Now she had been exposed to deadly radioactive cesium 137.

 

It had started two weeks before in the Four Corners region of New Mexico. A maintenance worker curious about the rotting smell in a rest area Dumpster found the decaying body of a young female. The unidentified girl, five or six years old, had what appeared to be burn marks on her hands and face and was taken to Albuquerque’s Presbyterian Hospital, where she was autopsied by a forensic pathologist. The pathologist found no evidence of sexual assault, and toxicology screens ruled out common poisons or pathogens. In fact, but for profuse bleeding of the gums, she looked perfectly normal.

Then in the dark of the night a tractor-trailer ran over a woman lying on Route 491 near Newcomb, New Mexico. The driver said that by the time he saw the outline of her body in his headlights it was too late to bring the fifteen-ton rig to a stop. An elderly physician in Shiprock—who sometimes filled in as coroner—conducted an autopsy of the sunburnt-looking body and concluded the woman had died of cardiovascular collapse brought on by an overdose of methamphetamines. It really wouldn’t have mattered if the truck had stopped or not, he told the sheriff. The woman was already dead when the tires rolled over her.

He ruled her death an accident.

Eagle Junction’s weekly newspaper announced that the thirty-eight-year-old woman, Victoria Spencer, was the daughter of Carl and June Spencer of Sheep Springs, New Mexico. Although she lived across the Colorado border in Ouray, police in the Four Corners area of the state knew Victoria—who sported tattoos of barbed wire around her throat and wrists—well. Victoria was the property of the Mongols, a California-based motorcycle gang that sold drugs at truck stops in New Mexico, Colorado, Utah, and Arizona.

New Mexico’s various state and county law enforcement officers would all have agreed that Victoria was destined for a life of crime. Everyone in the Spencer family had been in prison at one time or another. From drugs to assault to fencing stolen property, sheriff’s deputies and state police officers had been visiting the Spencer scrap-metal yard near Sheep Springs for as long as they had been in business.

Except that when the sheriff of Sheep Springs went to the the Spencers’ to notify them of their daughter’s death this time, there was no answer at the trailer door. In fact, the only sign of life on the two acres of junk cars and rusting appliances was an emaciated Rottweiler that the sheriff had removed to an animal shelter.

Meanwhile, in the days that followed, two emergency medical technicians who had transported the child’s body to Albuquerque were admitted to Presbyterian Hospital with severe abdominal pains. Then the elderly physician who performed the autopsy on Victoria Spencer in Shiprock came down with violent flulike symptoms.

Three days later the pathologist who performed the child’s autopsy in Albuquerque began to bleed internally, and four days later both medical examiners were dead.

Albuquerque’s director of environmental health was notified about the incidents and blood was sent to the CDC in Atlanta for testing.

No one needed to mention the obvious. Not around Albuquerque. New Mexico had just had a serious outbreak of the hemorrhagic virus called hantavirus in 1993, right there in the same Four Corners area. Now it was critical to find out what the Spencer woman and the child in the Dumpster had in common. If they actually had become infected with hantavirus, state officials needed to know where they had been when they inhaled the spores of the deadly disease.


The director of health and human services for New Mexico ordered DNA tests for both victims. Then he issued bulletins to every hospital and physician in the state, cautioning them to be vigilant for new cases of hantavirus. No one was going to contract the virus merely by treating flu cases, but extra precautions were required in handling clothing, hair, and bodily fluids.

A colleague of the New Mexico health director in nearby Oklahoma who had been reading about the two new cases in New Mexico called with a most unusual suggestion. He knew of a blind woman in Philadelphia who was able to envisage the final few seconds of memory in corpses. In other words, he told the director, someone like her might be able to tell you where his victims were before they died.

The director of environmental health was still chuckling over his colleague’s odd suggestion when the Albuquerque hospital’s administrator called to tell him that the Sheep Springs sheriff who went to the Spencer ranch to locate the parents was now in her critical care unit hemorrhaging from the bowels.

The health director stopped smiling and had his assistant place a call to the Oklahoma Department of Health to obtain Sherry Moore’s phone number. Meanwhile, his staff arranged to locate and quarantine anyone who had come in contact with the two original victims’ bodies or clothing.

What harm could there be, he thought, in bringing a psychic here and letting her do whatever she did?

 

Sherry Moore was having dinner at the Deep Blue Bar and Grill in Wilmington when she received the call from an official of the New Mexico Department of Health and Human Services.

She and Brian Metcalf, a navy SEAL whom she had been dating since they met during a rescue mission they collaborated on in Alaska’s Denali State Park last fall, were on a romantic weekend getaway at the Hotel du Pont in Delaware. Metcalf had just invited her to his parents’ home in Boston the weekend before, where she met the whole family at a Memorial Day reunion.

This was brand-new territory for Sherry. She had never before had what she would have considered a serious relationship in her life. She had certainly never been asked to meet anyone’s parents before. And, yes, there were times she’d had strong feelings for a man, but the men she met in her unusual pursuits around the world always ended up living thousands of miles away or were themselves traveling professionals. Long-distance relationships were difficult under the best circumstances, but for people barely acquainted, the distance in time and miles took its toll. It never took long for conversations to get diluted for want of substance and then the calls came less often and inevitably ceased.

She remembered how empty she’d felt following these experiences. She wanted something more permanent in life, something she could count on in the months and years ahead. She wasn’t delusional. She knew that life was uncertain. But why couldn’t two people enjoy a mutual dream? What could be better than a life shared with another person?

She also knew marriage wasn’t a magic utopia. She knew people were having more difficulty than ever staying together. And maybe she was kidding herself, she thought. It seemed there was a new world order when it came to relationships. People were still getting married at a fantastic rate, but now two and three and four times, until they were old and living single and dating into old age.

This thing with Brian Metcalf felt much different to her. It seemed important. Brian called daily and he traveled every weekend from wherever he was training. She knew he couldn’t keep up the pace forever. He was about to be deployed overseas, and in his line of work there weren’t always opportunities to make calls. But he was giving her every indication that he was committed to the relationship, and whatever her views on caution might have once been, she wanted to let down her guard. She wanted to believe in this. Brian was that kind of man, all that she had ever wished for. He was strong and he was honest and he had integrity. He was the image of the husband she had conjured her entire life and she was ready to hold up her end of a partnership.

At least that was what Sherry had thought then.

Brian wasn’t happy when she told him what they wanted her to do in New Mexico, but he didn’t get upset or in any way interfere.

“Is this what you really want?” he’d asked, after she’d explained the CDC’s concern over the rare hantavirus. “What if you are exposed to something?”

Sherry had to admit she felt a bit defensive at the time. As if the idea of someone trying to protect her from herself was more than she wanted. Lord knew Mr. Brigham, her neighbor and longtime confidant, tried and sometimes succeeded, but that was Brigham, and Brian Metcalf hadn’t entirely earned the right to tell her what to do. Of course, Sherry was also aware that she had a stubborn streak and that she didn’t respond well to the word no.

“Brian, I’m not going to be doing anything their own doctors wouldn’t do. And I don’t have a death wish, believe me. Besides, this is what I do in life,” she’d told him. “I’ll be careful, but life is inherently dangerous. The flight to New Mexico is dangerous.”

She sensed his uneasiness, but what could he possibly say? If anyone was living dangerously it was Brian, who had made a choice to have a career in the navy. And yet, behind all the blustering, she felt the slightest satisfaction that someone besides her neighbor was actually worrying about her when she was gone.

 

Sherry took a 5:30 a.m. flight out of Philadelphia, landing in Albuquerque before 10 a.m.


The state trooper who met her at the airport had just finished a night shift sitting on the lane that went into the Spencer ranch outside of Sheep Springs, to see if the dead woman’s parents would return. Police were still trying to notify the Spencers of their daughter’s death, but they were also growing more and more concerned that the Spencers had fallen victim to the virus themselves. Especially since a DNA test had determined the child found in the Dumpster in the Four Corners was Victoria Spencer’s daughter.

There were no official birth records for the child. No medical records, no enrollment documents for any school. No one in Ouray, Colorado, where Victoria was last known to live, had ever seen her with a child, and for that matter, no one had seen Victoria for the past month. What if Victoria had given birth to a child on the farm and left her there years before and it was the Spencer farm that was the source of the deadly virus? What if the rest of the Spencer family were still inside that trailer?

Trooper Marsh didn’t relish the idea of spending the night around the Spencers’ ranch, not even at the distance of the road leading into the property and inside the relative safety of her vehicle. Seven health care workers and law enforcement officials who had come into contact with Victoria or the child in the Dumpster had by now died or were in serious condition. If the disease had originated here, police could not ignore the very real possibility that the Spencers had disposed of their daughter’s and granddaughter’s bodies in remote places to keep whatever they had contracted away from the property.

“Miss Moore?” The trooper approached the blind woman in the terminal tentatively.

Sherry turned toward the voice and nodded. Stuck out her hand.

“Trooper Marsh, Jane Marsh. Let me get your bag,” the trooper gave her a firm handshake and grabbed the overnight bag from her hand. Sherry was sure the temperature outside was well above a hundred, and the trooper’s hand felt as if she’d pulled it from an oven.

“Thank you,” Sherry said to the young woman.

“Car’s on the curb, ma’am, right this way.”

This is where people had difficulty figuring out how to handle a blind woman, Sherry knew. Wondering if she should take Sherry’s arm or if she was only supposed to lead the way.

“Go ahead,” Sherry told the trooper pleasantly, “I can follow your footsteps.”

Sherry used her walking stick to follow the trooper across the terminal floor, and when the automatic doors whooshed open they hit a wall of arid heat.

The police cruiser smelled of must and a familiar women’s deodorant. Marsh set Sherry’s bag in the backseat and got behind the wheel. Then she turned up the air conditioner and cursed, scratching her hand against the seat fabric. “Damned red ants must have got me.” She wheeled the car into traffic. “Sure is hot around here, huh?”

“I don’t mind,” Sherry said. “I’m kind of a heat person myself.”

“Well, I’ve been living here five years and this is the first time my shirt was ever wringing wet. Hottest day I can ever remember.”

Sherry could hear the trooper still scratching the palm of one hand.

“I read about you in People magazine once.”

“That was awhile back.” Sherry adjusted the air vent away from her face. “I was still in my twenties, I think.”

“You read minds,” the trooper said.

“Not really. It’s more about memories,” Sherry said.

Something rolled from under the passenger seat and struck Sherry in the heel of her shoe. She leaned down and picked up a heavy metal cylinder the circumference of a thermos.

“Sharp edges,” the trooper warned, leaning across to take it from her, then putting it under her own seat. “Darned thing sliced open my tire last night. I cut my hand on it twice.”

“What is it?”

“Beats the hell out of me, but it sure is pretty. One end has this thick periscope-like glass on it, and the inside glows fluorescent blue like you’ve never seen. You know, the color of those tropical fish in the Caribbean.”

Sherry smiled and shrugged. “Not really.”

“Ah, I’m sorry,” the trooper said. “I forgot. Anyhow, it’s just this amazing color of blue. My husband keeps a metal lathe in our garage. He’s a genius when it comes to metal. I want him to make a bracelet out of it for me. Maybe a ring for our daughter.”

The trooper adjusted her own air vents with her free hand. “Don’t mean to be nosy, but are you going to look at all them bodies?”

“If I can.”

“Yeah, that’s what they said.” She checked and adjusted one of the side mirrors. “Rumors fly around headquarters so fast they could knock your eye out. They’ve all been quarantined now, the bodies, you know,” the trooper said. “Whatever it is, it must be highly contagious.”

“I knew there was talk about a virus,” Sherry said.

The trooper put her turn signal on and edged into the passing lane.

“The woman who died on the road, Victoria Spencer, was a junkie from Colorado. Her old man owns the ranch I was sitting on last night near Sheep Springs. We can’t find the parents to notify them about their daughter and now we found out that a little girl found north in the Four Corners was a DNA match to Victoria. No one knew she had a daughter until now, but that’s two Spencers with the virus. We’re thinking maybe the parents were exposed too. Maybe even dead inside their trailer.”

“Can’t you break in to check on their welfare?”


“Our captain’s talking with the Health Department now, trying to assess the risks once we’re in.”

“How about the house in Colorado?” Sherry asked.

“Troopers up there went in and no one was home. Victoria hadn’t been living there for weeks according to her neighbors.”

Suddenly the car began to slow. “I’m just going to stop up here at the gas station and hit the ladies’ room. Maybe you want to stretch your legs or get something inside?”

The car wheeled off the side of the road. Sherry could hear the noise of gas pumps and a baby crying, a pneumatic wheel wrench in the background.

“I must be coming down with the flu or something,” the trooper said, rolling to a stop. “My gut feels like I ate a bag of worms.”

 

The Albuquerque Presbyterian Hospital administrator, Dr. Gladys Lynn, introduced herself when Sherry arrived and apologized for the confusion. “I’m really sorry, but I don’t quite understand why you were sent to me.”

Sherry explained who she was and said that the New Mexico Department of Health and Human Services had asked her to come at the behest of a mutual acquaintance. “I would have called first, but I thought you were expecting me,” she’d said, explaining what she hoped to accomplish for the administrator.

Sherry waited through a minute of tense silence for a response.

But Dr. Lynn picked up the phone instead and got her assistant on the line and told him she wanted to conference with the health director. After two long minutes it was clear he wasn’t available. When she replaced the receiver on her desk, she folded her hands and set her jaw. Sherry could feel tension in the air.

“Miss Moore, I don’t know why the director thought it prudent to bring you here, but no one is going into that quarantine downstairs unless they are a physician and I mean one who is essential in identifying or treating this disease. I am certainly not letting any entertainers into that room.”

Dr. Lynn bit her upper lip, shaking her head in wonder. “Miss Moore, I don’t know what to do with you and I really have more important things to do. Please forgive me,” she said, rising to her feet, “but…”

“Doctor,” Sherry said softly. “You can either let me see your victims, or take me back to the airport. I can’t help you without actually touching the girl’s hand and I certainly don’t want to be in your way.”

Lynn hit the intercom. “Jeffrey,” she said. “See that Miss Moore gets back to the airport and help her with any special arrangements she needs.”

The door opened, her assistant entered, and Dr. Lynn slammed it on her way out.

“Sorry, but it’s a little tense around here at the moment,” the assistant explained.

Sherry wondered for the thousandth time if being blind worked for or against her. You couldn’t help but think you were getting sympathy points from people at times, but then you were also quite easy to ignore. Sherry had perceived at quite a young age that there was power in being able to look into the other person’s eyes. Not to mention the stigma that went along with being disadvantaged. The reality was that many people thought physical challenges made you less qualified to make decisions.

Blind or not, Sherry was conveying memories of the dead. Memories she retrieved through the deceased person’s skin cell receptors. But if you couldn’t accept the premise that Sherry was somehow tapping into human memory, there was but one other conclusion—glove, no glove, she wasn’t going to produce what the administrator wanted to know.

She didn’t blame Dr. Lynn. It would hardly be professional to let a civilian get involved in a potential epidemic. And for that matter, if the administrator didn’t know what kind of disease they were dealing with in quarantine, why should she be so willing to stick her hand in the hornet’s nest?

The assistant led her to his outer office. “I’ll start working on a flight for you,” he said. “May I get you water or coffee?”

“I’m fine,” Sherry said softly. “But please try to get me back to Philadelphia this evening?” she said. “I really don’t want to spend the night here if I don’t have to.”

“I’ll do everything possible, Miss Moore.”

Sherry waited, thinking things happened for a reason. Brigham had told her often enough to be careful what she wished for. And now with Brian in her life, she had another reason to be concerned for her safety. Maybe she’d been too quick to take on new risks, with a potential partner in her life. Maybe she’d let her defensiveness override a real concern for her safety.

The phone rang and the assistant put the caller on hold.

Thirteen stories below, the corpse of a child lay in a sublevel cold storage facility. The body of the child’s mother was on its way from the coroner’s office in Shiprock, which by now had also been quarantined.

The cold storage facility in the hospital’s basement was currently being used by the city’s Office of Emergency Preparedness to preserve food and medical stores. Now a biohaz remediation team had been sent in to convert it into a temporary morgue.

The location had been chosen because it was already slated for demolition. In three months’ time it would become the footprint of a new seven-story hospital wing. The only preparations it needed now were plastic sheeting on the walls and floors to segregate it from the remainder of the hospital. The room was large enough to accommodate fifty bodies should the unthinkable occur. Once the emergency was over they could simply demolish it and haul it away, rubble—walls, dirt, and all.

Sherry was halfway through a cup of coffee when she heard heels striking tile and approaching the executive suite. The door opened quickly and closed behind Dr. Lynn’s distinctive perfume.

“Would you please rejoin me in my office?” the woman said.

Sherry had the feeling Dr. Lynn was making some kind of nonverbal gestures to her assistant as she walked.

“Miss Moore,” the doctor said, closing her door. She hesitated until they were both sitting, shifted her weight in the seat, and sighed. She seemed uncomfortable with what she was about to say, Sherry thought. It was something she was in conflict with.

“I must apologize,” the doctor started saying abruptly. “I know you came a long way. I know you didn’t ask to be here.”

Sherry could feel the tingle of nerve endings the length of her spine. The doctor hadn’t needed to bring her back into her office to make an apology. She could just as easily have let the assistant express any regret. Which meant the administrator had talked to someone and that she or someone higher had changed her mind. Sherry was going to be allowed to enter that room downstairs and all of a sudden she wasn’t sure she wanted to.

“I’m afraid I’m a rather uninformed woman. I don’t read much about the outside world”—she must have made a hand gesture, Sherry thought, during the interruption—“unless it’s a trade journal,” the doctor said. “Work is my life and my specialty is cardiology, not neurology. I have to say I’ve never heard of you or your rather unique abilities before. The health director and I spoke. I discovered, like him, that you have a rather esteemed following in our profession. I still can’t say I’m happy with my decision, but I will grant you access to the child in our morgue. The mother’s corpse is still in transit, so perhaps we can wait until tonight or tomorrow before you see her, and then only if need be.” She sighed again. “So tell me. What will you need to do with the girl’s body?”


Sherry rubbed the palms of her hands together, nodding in a moment of silence. She thought about Brian again and mused cynically that she didn’t deserve to have a normal relationship. Of course he should have been worried about her. She was already blind, for Christ’s sake. Did she expect him to take on someone with even bigger challenges than being blind? She had to accept that there were mutual interests at stake in a relationship. It was a responsibility to minimize the odds that anything bad would happen to her, and she was sure that Brian would do the same when the opportunity presented itself. In fact, he had been talking about taking an instructor’s assignment once he finished his tour overseas.

Suddenly she felt guilty, as if she should be making a phone call and telling him about the risk she was about to take here.

But she didn’t. She only needed to get through this one more time. She only needed to get home safely.

“I just need to hold her hand,” Sherry said. “Just for a few seconds.”

The administrator lifted the phone from the receiver. She placed a call and issued directions. Then she replaced it and stood.

“Someone will be in the room, Miss Moore, both to guide you to the body and to see that you enter and exit as efficiently as possible. I do not want you in that room long.”

Sherry nodded.

“If you are limited to last memories, Miss Moore, I would be interested in bedding. Where did the child lie at night? What did the home look like, or, if it wasn’t a home, was there a vehicle, a cave, a commercial building? Neither of the known victims had bites on their bodies, so they had to have breathed in the spores of the mice feces. Ventilation ducts from a basement or crawl space under a house. Insulation in furniture or vehicles, anywhere mice could nest.”

“When can I get to her?”

“The room will be ready within the hour. They’re rigging a kind of airlock chamber of polyethylene skin between the entrance and interior. We’ve secured it like a decontamination tent. It’s hardly a real containment lab, but it will do. Use the restroom or the phone if you like. I’ll have my assistant bring you down when they’re ready.”

Sherry nodded.

 

The floors were cold beneath her stocking feet. The suit felt heavy and awkward, hooded mask pressing against her shoulders. The technicians had improvised one arm by removing the glove and duct-taping the material as securely to the arm as possible at the wrist. Sherry would have five minutes in the room with the girl. The administrator reassured her that the real risk of hantavirus was airborne ingestion. If you weren’t bitten or breathed it into the lungs, you weren’t likely to become infected. Not as long as you avoided bodily fluids and the victim’s clothing, which had already been removed.

That in itself was a relief, Sherry thought.

Her feet were getting colder for lack of circulation or maybe the floor was just cold. Sherry waited by the door, shifting weight from one leg to the other. She could hear the rush of fresh filtered oxygen as she breathed.

A minute with the child was more than enough time, she knew. She only needed a minute if things went as planned.

Then the door opened and suddenly she was taken by the arm and walked into the airlock, where she was helped into boots that were sealed tightly around her calves. Someone else wearing plastic gloves took her forearm and with a rush of cold air they stepped through the heavy sheets of plastic into the makeshift morgue and a moment later through a third. Sherry subconsciously counted thirteen steps before a tug on her arm brought her to a halt. The gloved hand lifted hers and placed a small bare hand in it.


Sherry took a breath. Cool oxygen rushed noisily into her mask…there was a man, unshaven, thirty or forty years old, he was shirtless and fat and he was standing in a cramped bathroom with his back to a sink. She was looking at him sideways, her head lying perpendicular on a kind of a bed. He was staring back at her, rocking drunkenly on his heels, trying to control a stream of urine splashing into a toilet; she saw a ring of orange embers pulsing under the ashes of a campfire, a red gas can next to the tire of a truck, a woman’s purple backpack, a cracked red wallet on the ground, a key chain on a wine cork, a yellow T-shirt with stick people drawn on it. There was a black lump in the coals of the fire and a yellowed bone protruding through; she was holding a stick and using it to push a toy boat through a rut of muddy water; the boat was pink and there was a one-armed naked Barbie in it. Barbie was leaning sideways on the seat, a penny and a beer bottle cap in the stern. She saw an enormous woman jammed into an old fabric recliner; the side was torn and hanging like an elephant’s ear over a filthy green carpet.

The skinhead boy was pointing to something big and metal in the back of his pickup truck, a machine of some kind, or so it seemed. It was turquoise and as large as a refrigerator. It had a long pink plastic cushion on top as if it was meant to be lain on. There were dials and levers on the side and near the bottom at the wheels. There was an arm like a crane that reached over the cushions and from the end of the arm a black metal cylinder with a sealed glass end.

There was a large brown-and-black dog with one bent ear; it had a wide pale scar where fur refused to grow across one of its haunches; the dog had a collar with spikes sticking out and it came to the bed and licked her hand. The large woman again, still sitting in the recliner; she was biting down on an end of rubber strap, straining against the other that was cutting into the flesh around her bicep. The skinhead was kneeling next to her, wearing a sleeveless white T-shirt. He had swastika tattoos on both arms and was pushing the plunger of a syringe that was sticking out of the woman’s forearm.

In the same narrow room the bald teen and the fat man were sitting opposite two long-haired men at a kitchen table. Cigarette smoke formed a gray halo over their heads. The men wore buckled boots and leather vests. They had prominent cheekbones and smooth dark skin; one had beads threaded into his black hair.

The kitchen table again, the men were laughing, the teenage boy was showing them the inside of the black cylinder she had seen in the back of the truck. One end was ragged as if it had been sawed from the machine. The other glowed electric blue, its light flickering eerily over their sweat-soaked faces.

The boy reached into the cylinder and withdrew his finger covered with the luminescent blue light and he drew an X on his forearm and the X glowed blue as he raised it over his head.

A young woman with brown hair; she was in her thirties, maybe forties, wearing blue jeans and a dirty blue bra. She was sunburnt and she was kneeling between the bumpers of two mangled cars, puking into the sand.

The little girl was lying on the mattress, staring at the empty bathroom. Flies were lighting on her nose, walking across a sticky spot of vomit by her face. The fat man was reaching for her, picking her up in his arms, and he carried her outside and put her into the back of the truck. Then something covered her and it was dark.

She was lying facedown in garbage, there were voices and the sound of heavy trucks coming and going. A sliver of light appeared above her. Something ran across her back. Cold water hit her face. She felt ice cubes lodging next to her eyes, something orange in the air, the light above her opened wide and went dark again.

Sherry waited, but there was nothing more. She let go of the hand and was immediately turned and led back to the door. A minute later someone was helping her out of the suit and then she was taken barefoot to a sink where someone scrubbed her hand until it was raw.


Dr. Lynn was waiting for Sherry when she came out of the storage facility. “Well, did it happen?” the administrator wanted to know.

Sherry nodded numbly as they walked to the elevator. The doors opened, then closed.

“She was in a house trailer,” Sherry said. “I could tell by the windows. How they were wrapped around the kitchen.”

“Who was there?”

“A woman in her thirties, maybe older, she was sick. Her face was burnt red and she was vomiting in a junkyard.”

“Describe her?”

“Brown hair, rings of tattoos around her neck and both wrists.”

Dr. Lynn punched buttons on a phone and lifted the receiver. “Jeffrey, get Captain Forrest on the line.” She hung up. “What else?”

“A man was in the house, an older man; he had a very large stomach. There was a huge woman, she was twice as big as the man, and there was a skinny teenage boy with his head shaved. He had swastika tattoos on his arms. The woman used drugs, a needle.” Sherry demonstrated using her forearm and finger. “The boy was breaking open a metal canister of some kind. It had glass on one end, round and thick. He was showing the big man and two others the inside and it glowed blue. He touched whatever was inside of it and drew an X on his arm and the X glowed blue.

“There was a dog, it was black and brown. There was a fire, and a woman’s red wallet on the ground beside it. I think her body was in that fire. The dog had a spiked collar around its neck. I saw a machine in the back of a truck. It was large like a refrigerator and it had pink plastic cushions on one side, like you could lie on it or something. I saw…”

“Why do you call it a machine?” the doctor interrupted.

“It had gauges on one end of it, some buttons and dials, and this arm that went up over the top like a crane.”


“Sherry,” she said. “This machine with the cushions on it. Do you remember what color it was?”

“Like a bluish green, the color of jewelry…”

“Turquoise?”

“Yes,” Sherry said quickly. “Turquoise.”

“Where was it?” Dr. Lynn’s voice had elevated a notch.

“In the back of the red pickup truck,” Sherry said.

“No, I mean where was the truck?”

“I couldn’t tell. The man with the stomach picked up the girl and threw her in the back of the same truck. It was empty then. She was covered and later thrown facedown in a large container. There was garbage all around her. She felt ice melting against her face. There was darkness and light and then she died.”

The phone rang and Dr. Lynn snatched it up. “Captain, the ranch is hot! Remember the radiotherapy unit that was stolen in El Paso? I think it’s in the Spencers’ scrap heap. Whoever had it must have broken into the cesium canister.”

Dr. Lynn listened for a moment.

“Yes, absolutely. It could cause the same symptoms, pulmonary and internal hemorrhaging. I’m calling the army medical corps. Anyone who went in or out of those trailers is dead and anyone who touched them isn’t far behind.”

“Don’t hang up!” Sherry said excitedly.

“Hold on,” Dr. Lynn told the captain.

“The trooper who picked me up this morning,” Sherry said rapidly. “She has it in her car. She ran over it last night. She got a flat tire and cut her hands on it. Her skin was burning up, she was sick in the stomach.”

“Wait, wait,” the doctor said, holding the receiver away from her ear. “What are you talking about? What’s in what car?”

“The trooper who picked me up at the airport. She was assigned to sit on the scrap yard last night. The place you’re talking about. She ran over this cylinder and she said it glowed blue inside. It was in her car when we were coming here. I touched it.”

“Oh my God,” the doctor said. “Did you get that, Jim? Your trooper, she’s got the cesium canister in her squad car. Don’t let anyone near the machine or the trooper, and whatever you do, don’t let her get into her house.”

“The glowing light,” Dr. Lynn hung up the phone and turned toward Sherry. “You’re sure it was blue?”

“That’s what the trooper said.”

“But you, how do you know you saw blue downstairs when you were holding that girl’s hand?”

“I had sight until I was five. I know blue,” Sherry said, scared. “What does it mean?”

“You described a radiotherapy machine that was stolen from our clinic in El Paso a month ago. The machine was obsolete; it was on a loading dock waiting to be removed, but it contains a small amount of radioactive cesium and can’t be scrapped by just anyone. They were waiting for a licensed hazmat dealer to come take it to Texas.”

“And you said radioactive poisoning would have similar symptoms to the hantavirus you described?” Sherry’s heart was pounding in her chest.

“Yes.” The doctor sighed, punching a button on the phone console. “Jeffrey, get CDC on the line, tell them we’ll need doses of Prussian blue. Lots of doses!”

“How is it transferred?” Sherry began to rub the palm of her hand.

The doctor grabbed the hand and turned it over. “Touch,” she said, “or through the respiratory system. You touched it, you said?”

Sherry nodded. “What’s going to happen to me?”

“You’re going to be treated. There’s a substance that will clean the heavy metals from your body, and you weren’t exposed all that long.”

“Am I going to get sick?”


“Yeah, you’re probably going to get sick. Flu symptoms, but they’ll be gone in forty-eight hours.”

The doctor stood abruptly. “Just what in the fuck did they think they were going to do with a scrap radiology machine? There are warnings all over it. How stupid can someone be?”

She put a hand on Sherry’s shoulder. “We’re going to fix you, but I want you in our hospital lab for a workup right now. You can maybe fly back to Philadelphia at the end of the week, as soon as you start responding to the medicine, but right now I’ve got to find the state trooper who picked you up, and anyone else who came in contact with that canister.”

“Jeffrey!” she yelled, running out of the room.

 

Within a day Sherry was experiencing fever, nausea, and stomach cramps. Then the strangest lights began to swirl and sparkle in front of her eyes. And it wasn’t as if she could shut her eyes and make them go away. While the condition was painless, it was most disconcerting, even with her unusual abilities. Sherry had always been aware that her condition, cortical blindness, was a state of the brain, not the eyes, and that on any given day the condition could reverse itself. But she knew this wasn’t sight she was seeing.

Prussian blue, discovered in 1704, is a dye that when ingested can reduce the half-life of cesium 137 by two-thirds in as little as a month. Sherry had been told it was highly effective if the dye was administered immediately and if the patient had received only a small amount of contamination. The dye has chelating properties that can cleanse the tissue and muscle where predominant distributions of the cesium tend to inhabit, all but negating long-term effects. Her first installment of a month’s worth of doses would arrive within twenty-four hours from the Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta.

 


Something was different about her. She just knew it. Something was changing in her brain and she wished she could make it go away. She wished she could go back and reconsider her decision to go to New Mexico. Her only consolation was that because of her, the female trooper who had picked her up at the airport was stopped before she could reach her home and expose the rest of her family. That she was put on early medication and stood a good chance of surviving. But Sherry’s dream of a life with Brian? Well, until she knew more about her condition, she considered that on hold.

If only she could forget. Sherry had recently read online, via her specially adapted computer, an article about the concept of neurological reconsolidation. It was the process of strengthening existing synaptic connections in the brain and forming new synapses—both of which express certain genes—to prevent transportation of painful short-term memories to the archives of our mind. In short, erasing unwanted memories before they became permanently stored.
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