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			Dr. Lars Sorenson stood in front of the window, staring at nothing in particular. He was waiting for an audience with the new med school dean. This one kept faculty waiting. A leaf caught his eye. A gust of wind tossed it in the air. The momentary exuberance was followed by a downdraft. Just as the leaf was about to join the anonymous pile on the ground, another gust of wind blew it high into the air and out of sight.

			“Good morning, Lars. Thank you for coming here on such short notice.” Dean Henry Mitchell raised his hand, giving Lars an annoying high five.

			Mitchell looked like a dean. He was in his midfifties, six four, and two hundred pounds. His hair was graying at the temples and receding on top. He wore a nondescript shirt and tie but covered them with an impeccably white laboratory coat. His size and booming voice dominated the room. His eyes studied Lars, making him self-conscious.

			Lars, a physical match for the dean, was twenty years younger and had a head full of blond hair. He was not the alpha male, however, and the dean easily stared him down.

			“Thank you for seeing me, Henry. Congratulations on your new position.”

			“Thank you. Damned shame it came as it did. Jim Hanley was a fine man.”

			“You know, I’m still confused about the car accident. Why would a medical school dean ride in a car without a seat belt? I mean, Jim was probably the most fastidious man I’ve ever met. I don’t see how he’d fail to put on his seat belt.”

			“Who knows? Can I get you a cup of coffee or water?”

			Lars waved off the offer as the two men sat down. He sensed a growing impatience and got straight to the point. “I know you’re busy trying to pull together the loose ends of Jim’s administration, but I need to know. Have you reviewed the status of the oncology program, or should I say, the Terrence and Jewell Fletcher Cancer Center?”

			Henry sighed and leaned forward. “Yes, I have, Lars.”

			Dread prickled Lars’s neck as the dean continued. “We’ve run into a problem. I met with the Fletchers yesterday. Jim wasn’t only a dean in search of funding, but a dear friend of theirs as well. The many millions of dollars they pledged for the cancer center were mostly due to their love of the man. His death has changed the whole dynamic. I can’t go into detail—confidentiality issues and all—but the bottom line is that they’ve withdrawn their funding of the cancer center.”

			The news hit Lars in the gut, rendering him speechless.

			The dean continued, “We can squeeze some seed money from my Dean’s Fund, but the rest you’ll have to raise yourself.”

			Lars found his voice. “I don’t believe it! I came here because of the money promised for a cancer center and Dean Hanley’s pledge that I could develop it without interference. I could have gone to a dozen other places—

			Henry interrupted: “Perhaps you’d be happier at one of those ‘dozen different places’ that want you—”

			“I can only wish. I committed academic suicide coming here. There’s no going back.”

			“Well, Lars, I’m sorry I can’t honor a dead man’s promise, but I will pledge the space for a cancer center and full autonomy if you can raise the money for it.”

			Lars felt anger welling up. He’d been blindsided. His thoughts wouldn’t gel. He was losing it. He had to leave before he lashed out and destroyed any chance left for his cancer center and career. “I won’t take up any more of your valuable time.”

			“You know my door’s always open to you.” Henry reached out to Lars, who turned and bolted before having to exchange another excruciating high five. A wry smile cracked the dean’s lips, which went unnoticed.

			Lars left the office on rubber legs and joined the stream of white coats and scrubs winding its way to University Hospital and its specialty clinics. Nothing in his life had prepared him for this devastation. He had always easily met the succession of academic challenges he faced. Each success brought another challenge, and at a more prestigious institution. His academic achievements were crowned by a faculty appointment at the finest cancer center in the world—at least according to US News and World Report. Filled with book knowledge and hubris, he was lured to High Plains University by the siren song of money.

			Lars veered away from the stream and entered the building housing his office. He felt his legs stiffen and his mind clear. He greeted the oncology division secretary as if his soul had not just been crushed. “Hi, Patty. Has Sally come in yet?”

			“Morning, Dr. Lars. Yes, she’s in the bullpen. Tell me, how is Mrs. Dr. Sorenson?”

			“She’s doing fine.”

			“It’s such a shame she had a heart attack at her age; she’s so young and pretty—”

			“I said she’s doing fine. Excuse me. I have to find Sally.”

			Unfazed by the curt response, Patty said, “Here’s your snail mail, and you have a ton of emails to answer. Just another busy day in paradise.”

			Lars grabbed the mail and entered the bullpen, a large room divided into cubicles containing computers. House staff and fellows hung out there. The name was given to the room when medicine was male dominated. Everyone was off making rounds, except for Sally Ming-Davis, the division’s nurse practitioner. She was the first friend Lars had made at High Plains. She was what Lars was not, a soft-spoken, petite, and aging Asian American. Maybe that’s why they had quickly bonded—or maybe it was shared angst over sickly spouses. Whatever the reason, they had become soul mates.

			She was focused on texting, and without looking up, asked, “How did it go with the—” Glancing at Lars, she interrupted herself. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

			“More like the devil, Sal.”

			“Uh-oh, it didn’t go so well.”

			“The worst. The Fletcher money was jerked, and Mitchell is canceling the cancer center—unless of course I come up with a zillion dollars.”

			“But why, Lars? Why would the dean allow the Fletchers to renege on their promise?”

			“I was too stunned to ask. But I did come up with some ideas on the way here.”

			“I’m all ears.”

			“Well, before he died, Jim Hanley took me aside for some sage advice. He told me to watch my back, that opposition to the cancer center was growing among the faculty. He said some were jealous of me and resented that their pet projects were going unfunded. He even suggested that some of them wanted High Plains to remain in the academic shadows. Then he told me he could pit one group against the other to prevent a united opposition.”

			“I see where you’re going with this. Dean Hanley’s death permitted the opposition to come together.”

			“I’m thinking you’re right, but I can’t understand why Mitchell supported the opposition after Hanley died. What did he have to gain?”

			Sally thought a moment. “Well, rumor has it he’s doing brilliant research but isn’t ready to report his findings. Maybe those opposing the cancer center also opposed Hanley’s effort to incentivize high-level research publications. The continued absence of a publish-or-perish mentality at High Plains would serve Mitchell well.”

			“Okay, if I accept the premise that Mitchell was a part of the opposition, then why would Jim Hanley hire him in the first place? Why would he recruit the nemesis to the crowning achievement of his deanship?”

			“Hmm, that’s a tough question.” Sally paused. “I vaguely remember Dot Pearce, the pulmonary NP, telling me she overheard Dean Hanley say that when Henry was ready to publish, it would be his ticket to Stockholm. Maybe Hanley was playing the long game.”

			“I’m not ready to drink that Kool-Aid, but for now it doesn’t matter. Any way you look at it, I’m screwed.”

			“You mean we’re screwed. Don’t forget I signed on because of the cancer center promise as well.”

			“Sorry, Sal. I didn’t mean to negate you.”

			“Apology accepted. Say, Lars, why don’t you call the Fletchers? The three of you seem to get along well. They owe you an explanation . . . Incidentally, I saw the look Jewell gave you the last time they were here.”

			“What look?”

			“You are so blind. She thinks you’re hot! Not a zillion dollars hot, but hot enough for you to keep your foot in the door. Besides, what can it hurt to give her a call?”

			“And say what? ‘Hey, baby, where’s the hundred mil?’”

			“Oh, you’ll think of something. Why don’t you use the landline in your office in case the residents return? I’ll stay here in the bullpen, but I’ll be available for moral support.”

			Lars slowly walked into his office, composing as he went. He took a deep breath and dialed the number. Sally strained to hear at least one side of the conversation.

			“Yes, good morning. This is Dr. Lars Sorenson. May I speak with Jewell Fletcher? . . . Okay. When will she be available? . . . You’re not being very helpful . . . Look, I’m not trying to be difficult, but I have to speak with Mrs. Fletcher . . . Try a hundred million reasons why I need to talk with her . . . Damn! He hung up on me!”

			Sally called out from the bullpen, “Well, that conversation went nowhere. Now that plan A is in the dumpster, we’ll have to go with plan B.”

			“And what would that be?”

			“I don’t have a clue.”

			“I want my cancer center, Sally!” Lars whined. “There’s got to be a way to get it.”

			“It’s been less than an hour since you found out you lost it. Give yourself some time to think it through. Meanwhile, let’s go through charts. We need to deal with some patient issues. They’ll also keep you from wallowing in self-pity.”

			“Good idea,” Lars said, walking into the bullpen and pulling up a chair so he could sit next to Sally. “Speaking of patient problems, how’s Fred doing? He was having back pain while we were fly-fishing last weekend. He soldiered on, but it was obvious he was uncomfortable. He just grunted when I tried to help. I thought I’d ask you what’s going on, thinking he’d confide in his wife, not play the macho role like he did with me.”

			“He told me about the pain but minimized it,” Sally said. “He spent most of Monday in bed recuperating. That man would endure anything to be trout fishing with you. What he really needs is back surgery, but he’s resisting it. After the hip replacement and pacemaker, he’s drawn a line in the sand—no more surgery. He grumbled about feeling like a damned cyborg. I can’t force him to get his back fixed; that has to be his decision. But in the meantime, he can continue working. Software engineers just need a brain and two hands.”

			Sally hesitated a moment and then continued, “I’m more worried about your Kate. I mean, you just don’t have a heart attack if you’re a healthy twenty-eight-year-old woman.”

			Lars sighed. “I’m afraid I haven’t been completely honest with you, Sally,” he said. “Kate’s not an otherwise normal young woman. Before we even heard of High Plains University, she started having health issues. She complained of joint pains and was easily fatigued. Her arms and legs became thinner as she lost muscle mass. Those symptoms might be expected in an aging woman but not one as young as Kate. She saw an endocrinologist, and a bucket of drawn blood later, we still don’t have answers. So, he sent tissue samples to a dozen different laboratories doing research on premature aging. We struck out with most of them. We’re waiting for results from the rest.”

			Lars paused, trying to decide just how much he could say without betraying Kate. He decided Sally could be trusted. “Some time ago, I was looking at Kate’s high school yearbook, and she looked a lot more mature than her classmates. I think this aging thing may have been going on for a long time. Who knows? Maybe she was born with it. It’s just so frustrating! This unknown ‘it’ is causing this beautiful woman to grow old before her time, and I can’t do a damned thing about it.” Tears filled his eyes, but he held it together.

			What Lars didn’t say was that since her heart attack, Kate seemed to be showing signs of mental decline as well. She was forgetful and often irritable, and she slept much more than usual.

			“I’m so sorry, Lars,” Sally said. “I had no idea this was happening to her. She looks so . . . so normal.”

			“Cover-up clothing and makeup can hide a multitude of sins. Just ask any aging actress.”

			“Is there any possible way I can help?”

			“You’re doing it by listening to my pathetic whining.”

			“You’re not—”

			“I’m losing my wife . . . my dreams. My life is falling apart.” Lars put his face in his hands and wept.

			Sally gave him space to grieve. She offered no words of consolation. Even the kindest words and gentlest touch would have felt like sandpaper on sunburn.

			Lars reached the depth of his mourning and slowly raised his head. “I desperately need something else in my head, or I’m afraid I’ll lose it.”

			“How about we look at the chart of a new patient we’re seeing this afternoon?” Sally said. “His name is Edward ‘Call Me Eddie’ Kolinsky. He’s a fifty-six-year-old man with advanced lung cancer. He’s had chemotherapy and radiation, but the cancer is progressing. His community oncologist has recommended hospice. He wants a second opinion.”

			“What kind of shape is Eddie in?”

			“His performance status is good. By and large, he can take care of himself. He has some chest pain, which he rates as a two on a scale of one to ten. He has a good appetite and has maintained his weight.”

			“In other words, he’s a good candidate for experimental therapy, if he wants to go that route.”

			Sally nodded. “Yeah, he appears to want more than hospice. That’s why he’s knocking on the door of academia.”

			“Well, we’re certainly not the academic center he needs. We don’t have the experimental therapy. Now, if we had the cancer center, we’d have the experimental drug to treat him. And if we had the experimental drug, we’d at least have the start of a cancer center. It’s a closed loop unless you have the money to break into it. We’ll have to refer him to MD Anderson or Sloan Kettering.”

			He threw Kolinsky’s records on the desk in disgust. “Some distraction he turned out to be.”

			“Well, we tried.” Sally glanced at her watch. “Oops! It’s almost noon. Time for the weekly resident conference.”

			“Who’s giving it?”

			“Norma Latchfield. She’s lecturing on chronic myeloid leukemia.”

			“I better go to that. We need some good PR with the Pathology Department. We’ll need them on board when we figure out plan B.”

			“Glad to see you’re emerging from the dark side.” Sally patted Lars on the shoulder. “There will be a plan B. I can feel it.”

			“Is that women’s intuition?”

			“No, a Chinese proverb: ‘There are many paths to the top of the mountain, but the view is always the same.’”

			“Hmmm, I’ll consult my belly button on that one.”

			Sally smiled. “You’re being silly. Go to your conference, and I’ll prep for clinic this afternoon.”

			The sign outside the lecture hall announced:

			CHRONIC MYELOID LEUKEMIA: 

			THE MAVERICK STEM CELL

			Presented by Norma Latchfield, MD, PhD

			Distinguished Professor and Chairman of the Department of Pathology

			High Plains University Medical School

			Lars, who had developed a good working relationship with Norma, listened carefully to her lecture.

			She started with the basics, as the audience varied in sophistication. “Some bone marrow cells, called stem cells, are capable of becoming any and all blood cells, including red cells, white cells, and megakaryocytes. Critical signals from the body provide instructions to the stem cells. For example, the body signals that a pint of red cells is needed. The stem cells comply, turning off production when the quota is met.”

			Dr. Latchfield then went on to describe chronic myeloid leukemia. “It’s a hematologic stem cell disease produced by a gene mutation, called the Philadelphia chromosome because it was discovered in the City of Brotherly Love. This mutation causes the afflicted stem cell to stop listening to those body signals that say, ‘Stop production.’ This unregulated proliferation causes the leukemic stem cell to produce either too many or too few red blood cells, white blood cells, and platelets.”

			She went into detail about CML and how it affects the body, and touched on treatment. She concluded her lecture with “CML is essentially a mutated stem cell with three major attributes: it has an unlimited ability to replicate, the cells produced will function normally, and it’s immortal.

			“Thank you for listening. Now I’ll open it up for questions and comments.”

			Unlimited growth potential and immortality piqued Lars’s interest. Those attributes sounded like the mirror image of Kate’s problem. The stem cells in her body had a severely truncated growth potential and were dying out, leaving her to waste away.

			He needed to talk to Norma Latchfield alone.

			He waited for the question-and-answer session to end before approaching the podium. “Dr. Latchfield, congratulations on an excellent presentation.”

			Norma turned to him and replied, “Lars, so good of you to attend, and thank you for the compliment.”

			“The thanks are all mine. I thought I understood CML, but you gave me a different perspective. I had never thought of CML as a cellular model for human immortality.”

			“Wow! That’s a pretty big leap.”

			“Well, the CML mutation causes a single hematopoietic stem cell to become immortal and literally take over the bone marrow by relentless cell division. Some of the daughter cells of that mutant become functioning blood cells. Aren’t functionality and immortality the key components to a cell—or a human being—living forever?”

			“Hmmm . . . that’s an interesting thought, but the leukemic stem cell lacks penetrability, stability, and regulation—all of which would be necessary for a multicellular organism to live forever.”

			“That’s fascinating, Norma. Why don’t we continue the conversation over lunch? Somewhere off-site. This conference food is suitable for the palates of omnivorous house staff and medical students only. I have an hour before clinic, and I’ll buy.”

			Norma glanced at her watch. “I can fit lunch in as well, but only on the condition we go halfsies.”

			“Okay, if you insist.”

			The two sat down to soups, salads, and soft drinks at a neighborhood café. Lars sipped his iced tea and nodded to Norma. “I’ve avoided talking to you about this before. Have you ever wondered why Kate didn’t apply for a staff position in your department?”

			“Not really. She had her reasons.”

			“It sounds like you know—”

			Norma didn’t wait for him to finish. “Women in medicine are in the minority in High Plains, both in and out of the university. You can count on one hand the number of female pathologists, even after you amputate a couple digits. We’ve talked through her decision. She’s not a political being, which is a requirement if you’re going to be an academic pathologist. That being said, she’s good, real good, and I’ll take her in a second if she changes her mind.”

			Lars smiled. “Kate had another reason to avoid the university.”

			“And what was that?”

			“These are her words: ‘Lars and I work apart and sleep together. If we worked together, I’m afraid we’d be sleeping apart.’”

			Norma nodded her head. “She’s a wise woman. Maybe if Jack and I had followed her advice, we’d still be sleeping together.” Both fell silent, with Norma reflecting on her failed marriage and Lars on failed health—not his, but Kate’s. He saw her disease as the thief it was, robbing her of strength and energy, slowing her down both physically and mentally. She was no longer nimble of body and mind. She had found work all right, but work that avoided the demands of Norma’s department. She hid that truth from the world, but she couldn’t hide it from Lars.

			Norma cleared her throat. “Ah, but I digress. Let’s talk cells. They may be complex, but they’re a whole lot simpler than human relationships.”

			“Amen to that. Now, please expand on penetrability, stability, and . . . what was the third?”

			“Regulation. But let’s look at a model for human immortality from a broader perspective, starting with the primordial soup of a billion years ago. Let’s imagine that out of the soup came life, but only in the form of single-cell organisms, trillions of them. None of the cells died. They just kept dividing and growing.”

			“So this was the real Garden of Eden.”

			“I never thought of it that way, but I guess it was,” said Norma. “So far, our CML cell hangs in there as a model for our immortal human being. It has unlimited growth potential and never dies. But here come those big three problems: The CML mutation is limited to the hematopoietic stem cell. The mutation doesn’t penetrate other cells of the body. There are no mutations in muscle, fat, brain, and most importantly, none in the sperm, egg, or the embryo. So it can’t be passed on. As soon as our primordial soup produces a multicellular creature, out goes our model. Furthermore, for the soup to produce that multicellular organism, it has to control the stem cell. That is, there must be regulation of growth to control the numbers and types of cells produced. Finally, I only touched on it in the lecture, but that mutated stem cell isn’t stable. Over time, more mutations occur, which rob the CML cell of the ability to produce functional progeny. There will be no new red cells or platelets. The dividing stem cell will only produce useless blast cells.

			“Eventually, every organism, every cell must grow old and die. Whatever causes that aging process is both ubiquitous and an extremely stable part of each and every cell. And oh, by the way, whatever causes aging must be flexible as well, because we all age at different rates. It can be tweaked by the content of each person’s gene pool and the lifestyles we choose.”

			Lars scratched his chin. “So you are implying that immortality is not just a slip of the gene, so to speak, like we see in CML.”

			“Well, if it were a gene mutation, it must have occurred at the dawn of evolution and have unprecedented stability. I’m just not sure that’s possible. I think every gene has the potential for mutation, and the mutated gene is more prone to further mutation than the one it replaces. After all, that’s how we evolved from that single-cell organism in the primordial soup to you and I having lunch.”

			Lars glanced at his watch. “Whoops, I’m late for clinic. Sally will tan my hide.”

			“Say, you’re adopting the High Plains jargon very nicely. Speaking of High Plains, how are things going with the new cancer center? The Pathology Department is all abuzz over the possibilities.”

			“Ah . . . there are issues, just like with any bureaucracy. But I think things will work out.”

			“So no major fallout with Dean Mitchell and the new administration?”

			“Like I said, there are issues,” said Lars brusquely. “Thank you for joining me for lunch, and for your tutorial. I do feel badly I can’t go home to my workshop and turn out a few Frankensteins—”

			“Well, maybe it’s best you can’t. I look forward to hearing more about the cancer center. Now, I’m off to the morgue. I promised the new residents I would proctor their first autopsies.”

			The two parted ways with Lars gloomier than ever.
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			Kathryn (Kate) Sorenson wasn’t having a good day either. She plopped down on the couch at home, determined to finish the novel she’d been reading. No such luck. She just couldn’t concentrate. She sighed and put her iPad down.

			Recuperating at home since her cardiac event a couple of weeks ago, she was doing well physically after emergency stents prevented any serious heart damage. Emotionally, however, she was a wreck. Her inability to focus for more than a few minutes and her occasional bouts of forgetfulness were taking their toll. How would she ever be able to return to work in just two weeks? Just a few days ago, she had overlooked her hair appointment, which was absolutely a downer first for her. “Oh my God, am I losing my mind?”

			Bartholomeow, her ragdoll cat, nudged her for affection. She scratched him under the chin, and the cat began to purr his appreciation.

			“You know, Bart, cats are supposed to be imperious, but you’re such a cuddle bunny. I know it’s normal to be depressed after an MI, but I feel like I’m in a hole and can’t crawl out. I mean, come on, a heart attack at age twenty-eight! I look in the mirror and see gray hair and wrinkles. I ache in the morning like an old lady. Did I say ‘like’ an old lady? I am an old lady, and before my thirtieth birthday.”

			Bartholomeow headbutted Kate and rolled over on his back, desperate for a tummy tickle. She complied, and he resumed his purring.

			“Cats grow old too, but you couldn’t care less as long as you get food and loving. Lacking a sense of the future is a God-given gift to you. You know, it’s ironic: when I was a teenager, it was cool to look mature. I was flattered when older guys hit on me. Now looking older is depressing. Feeling old just makes it worse. I want children and a career. I want to live with Lars until we’re a hundred years old.”

			Kate sighed. “The heart attack woke me up to the reality of my future—no children, and my marriage and career will be truncated by my death.”

			Bart sensed her growing angst and jumped from the couch to a chair next to the window. He sat alone, staring at the birds outside. The cat’s desertion jerked Kate from her melancholy. “You’re right, Bart: nobody wants to be with a grumpy old lady. I better make the best of whatever—”

			Her new philosophy was interrupted by her cell. “Hi, Sally. What’s up?”

			“I’m looking for Lars. I thought maybe he went home after clinic.”

			“No, he’s not here. Have you tried his cell?”

			“You’re joking. He never answers his cell phone. It just goes to his voice mail, which is full this evening.”

			“Can I give him a message, other than to tell him to answer his cell?”

			“Sure. Please tell him we got the new lung cancer patient an appointment at MD Anderson. The guy wanted to thank Lars for his help. I thought patient appreciation might cheer him up.”

			“Cheer him up? Is there something I don’t know?” Kate asked.

			“Didn’t he talk with you after his meeting with Dean Mitchell?”

			“When did he meet with him?”

			“This morning.”

			“He called several times to check on me, but he didn’t mention a meeting with the dean. Come on, Sally. What’s going on?”

			“I guess I might as well tell you. The cancer center project has been put on hold.”

			“What do you mean, ‘put on hold’?”

			“The Fletcher money’s been withdrawn.”

			“What? Why would they do that?”

			“The dean wasn’t forthcoming, and when Lars tried to call Jewell for an explanation, he got nowhere,” Sally explained.

			“Oh, poor Lars! The cancer center was his dream. It’s the glue that held him together during my heart thing.”

			“I’m so sorry, Kate. Lars told me all about your mystery illness. I would never have guessed—”

			Kate was miffed at Lars’s betrayal and cut her off. “Is there anything else I don’t know about?”

			Sally tried to smooth things over. “I’m sorry, Kate. I think Lars was just trying to protect you, maybe waiting for a better opportunity to tell you.”

			“God, men have such a convoluted sense of chivalry.”

			“You think?”

			“Oh, Sally, so many bad things have happened, I’ve run out of tears. I guess I’ve let anger fill the void. Sorry for directing it at you.”

			“I can only imagine what you’ve been through. Maybe we could do coffee or lunch sometime soon. I’ve got broad shoulders and patient ears. You should try me.”

			“Thanks, Sally. That sounds good.”

			Kate put down the phone with a deep sigh. Bartholomeow sensed her angst dissipating and curled up next to her. “I’m okay, Bart. Remember our new philosophy: we’re going to make the best of whatever comes our way. The best for Lars is for me to get out of this funk . . . Hmm . . . I’ve got an idea. If I substitute the letter c for the n in funk, I can really put a smile on his face.” She giggled like a schoolgirl at her own joke.

			Kate bathed and put on makeup. She put a big spritz of his favorite perfume behind her ears. She looked in her closet and found her one and only sexy outfit. Lars had bought it for her at Victoria’s Secret one Valentine’s Day. She joked that it was his gift to him from him. Unable to bring herself to wear it or to toss it out, she had let it drift to the back of her closet. She chilled wine and turned the heat up.

			“Brrr! A girl could freeze to death in this thing. Bart, come over here and help me warm up.”

			The cat bounded over to her, and the two of them curled up and fell asleep on the couch.

			A key rattling in the front door lock awakened Kate and the sleepyheaded cat. Lars came over to the couch. “Hi, honey . . . Whoa, love the getup! What’s the occasion?”

			It took a moment for her to regain her bearings and remember where she was. Then she gave him a coy smile. “Just waiting for you, sailor.”

			Lars responded eagerly with a guttural “Wait no longer, baby. The sailor has made port—hold it. Where is he?”

			“What are you talking about?”

			Lars couldn’t suppress a grin. “Where’s the other guy? I bought you that negligee years ago, and you never wore it for me, so there must be another man.” Lars bent down and looked dramatically under the couch. As he stood back up, he slyly raised the hem of her negligee. “He must be somewhere.”

			Kate gave him a slap on the wrist. “Don’t get ahead of yourself, sailor. I wore this to lure a strange man into my boudoir. You’re the stranger, at least since my heart thing. I gotta keep my man interested. I don’t want him wandering.”

			Lars’s grin disappeared and he became serious. “Oh, Kate, I adore you. I’m not going anywhere. The cardiologist said not to overdo—”

			Kate was determined to keep the mood light. “Cardiologist be damned! Besides, I’ll just lie still. You can fantasize making love to a cadaver.”

			“That’s so kinky.”

			“Well, you always wanted to add a little kink to our love life. Here’s your chance.”

			Lars jettisoned his clothes and climbed onto the waiting Kate. The displaced Bartholomeow hissed his displeasure and jumped off the couch. Lars tore at the negligee in his lust for Kate’s body. “Damn! I ripped it.”

			“Consider it a one-trick outfit . . . Oh my, you are an eager boy!”

			“It won’t be long.”

			“Don’t hold back,” she gasped. “I’m right here with you.”

			The lovers broke space-time barriers and, alas, the couch as they tumbled back to Earth.

			“Wow!” Lars gasped. “You okay?”

			“Never better,” Kate said demurely.

			“No chest pain?”

			“None.”

			“No shortness of breath?”

			“Well, there is that,” she said with a grin. “You took my breath away. You were wonderful!”

			Lars gave her a long, deep kiss. “It’s your fault. You got me turned on with the cadaver kink.”

			“Pervert.”

			“Yup, and proud of it. Hey, now that the afterglow has been dimmed by the broken couch, I have to ask: Why sex tonight?”

			“Do I need an excuse to seduce my husband?”

			“Come on, Kate, I know there’s more to it than that. Spill the beans.”

			“Oh, all right. Sally called looking for you, and, well, it all came out. I thought you needed a little cheering up. I don’t do stand-up comedy, so lie-down comedy seemed to be the next best thing.”

			“It sure made the bad things go away, at least for the moment. Thank you.”

			“Hey, sailor, this wasn’t charity sex.”

			He gave her a big hug and another soulful kiss.

			“By the way, Lars Sorenson, why didn’t you tell me you were having a meeting with the dean? And why hold back on the Fletcher debacle?”

			“I just wanted to protect you.”

			“Protect me from what—reality? No secrets, Lars. If you don’t tell me what’s going on, I can only assume you’re protecting me from something terrible. I can’t handle that perpetual insecurity. Besides, I’ll find out anyway. Witness my conversation with Sally. Promise me now—no more secrets.”

			Lars raised his right hand and said, “I promise. Anyway, back to our original topic—sex—weren’t you cold in your nightie?”

			“I’m still freezing. Now be a good boy and grab a blanket.”

			Lars got off the broken couch and retrieved her favorite comforter. Bart took the opportunity to snuggle up next to her and meowed to be petted.

			Lars studied the broken couch. “Hmm, I think I’ll bronze it and leave it here as a symbol of our love.”

			“Now you’re really getting kinky.”

			“Hey, what’s for dinner? I’m starving.”

			“You men are never satisfied. Go check the freezer. This short-order chef is still recovering from her heart attack.”

			“How long’s that excuse going to last?”

			“I’m gonna push it as far as it’ll go.”

			“I’ll order in. Does Uber do dishes?”

			“Not a chance. Neither do I, but I can throw out paper plates.”

			“Just one more kiss? I want the afterglow to continue.”

			“Maybe after I tinkle.”

			“So much for afterglow.”

			“I don’t want to add honeymoon cystitis to my list of ailments, particularly with my return to work next week. I feel challenged just getting out of bed in the morning.” She paused a moment as Bart jumped on her lap. She gave him a hug and continued, “Bartholomeow and I have a new mantra.”

			“And what might that be?”

			“We’re going to make the best of whatever comes our way . . . I’m grateful we can still have sex together.”

			Lars sighed. “I’ll order dinner and throw away the negligee.”

			“Welcome home, sailor.”
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			Lars walked into the oncology office two weeks later, feeling like an addict desperate for a fix. His drug of choice, money, was in short supply. He had all but knocked down the Fletchers’ door, without gaining access to them or the reason they had withdrawn their funding. He had hit on friends at the National Cancer Institute, along with every NGO that might provide funding. He’d struck out with all of them. In desperation, he had snuck over to the Sinclair station and bought a hundred lottery tickets. His return on investment was two dollars and a free lottery ticket, which also turned up a loser.

			“Good morning, Patty.”

			“Morning, Dr. Lars.”

			“Ah . . . what did you do to your hair?”

			“Whaddya mean?”

			“Well, it’s red, white, and down to your waist.”

			“Oh, that! I did it last week. You didn’t even notice. The holidays are coming. Don’t you think I look festive?”

			“I’ll go along with that description. . . . Anything going on I need to know about?”

			“Oh, yeah, I almost forgot. Someone’s in your office. Apparently, the two of you were friends in college.”

			“Oh yeah? What’s his name?”

			“It’s a her. She said, ‘Just tell him it’s Jenna.’ Oh, here’s your snail mail, and you still have a ton of emails to answer.”

			Lars glanced at the mail. Avoiding the bullpen, he entered his office from the hall. As he opened the door, Patty called out, “BTW, Mrs. Dr. Sorenson says your voice mail box is full again and wants me to gently remind you to answer your phone. I vote with her on that.”

			“Hello, Lars,” the attractive young woman said as she got up from the chair across from Lars’s desk and greeted him with a smile. “It’s been a long time. I hope you still remember me—Jenna McDaniel.”

			Lars almost dropped the mail. “My God, Jenna, I couldn’t forget you in a million years.” He hesitated. “I don’t know whether to shake your hand, embrace you, or run like hell the other way.”

			“Friends hug friends,” she said, wrapping her arms around him.

			Her perfume brought back memories of sexual exploration and carefree college weekends. She was the first love of his life and still the same gorgeous woman who had made him a man. “It’s very simple, Lars, honey,” she had whispered. “You insert tab A into slot B. Before you do that, however, you have to make sure they’re ready to be joined. Hey, no blushing; getting ready is the fun part.”

			He tentatively returned her hug. “Jenna, you haven’t changed a bit.”

			“And you look positively haggard.”

			“Us cowboys call it fit and trim,” Lars said. He motioned for Jenna to return to her seat, and he sat behind his desk.

			“Whatever, Lars. I’ve heard through the grapevine that you’re going through a difficult time.”

			“Oh really? Does this grapevine have a name?”

			“George Snelding.”

			“Ah, yes, George, my old boss at Anderson. He put together a wonderful program there. I’m privileged to have been a part of it.”

			Lars looked down at the floor, and in a barely audible voice said, “I’ll never forget sitting in his office trying to explain why I was leaving Mecca to come to this godforsaken place. I explained the money and the chance to build my own center and every other reason I could muster. He just shook his head and said, ‘You realize, of course, you’re committing academic suicide.’ Those words keep haunting me.”

			“He holds no animosity. He’s sympathetic; we’ve all lost funding at one time or another in our careers. Your loss of the Fletcher dollars is just larger than most. He did add that he would consider taking you back.”

			Lars shook his head. “That bridge is burned. I left for the opportunity to have my own cancer center while I’m young enough to enjoy it. I don’t want to stand in the long line of succession to get his.

			“I’m curious, Jenna: How do you know George?”

			“My company, ElijahCo, does business with MD Anderson.”

			“I see.” Lars nodded thoughtfully. “Enough about me, Jenna. Tell me about yourself. Are you still with Tina, uh, whatever-her-last-name?”

			“Silverstein. And her name isn’t Tina, it’s Tammy.” She shook her head. “No, she was experimenting sexually, and I was her laboratory. The relationship was doomed from the beginning. She ended up marrying some dick-headed lawyer from Boston. No, right now I’m in a stable relationship with Kendra, a grade school teacher. Both of us have been hurt before, so we’re taking it slowly. Speaking of hurt . . . I know I left you—”

			“We were young and, truth be told, had our own experiments. I turned out straight—”

			“And I a lesbian.”

			“No hard feelings on my part, Jenna. I have both wonderful and painful memories, but hey, isn’t that what growing up’s all about?”

			Jenna looked hurt. “How can you be so blasé about us? I really loved you. It’s just that—”

			“No, ‘just that’ isn’t necessary, and no, I’m not blasé. I mourned the death of our relationship for years.”

			“Maybe sex between us died, but we could have remained best friends.”

			Lars frowned. “No, I couldn’t be that person with you. Our relationship had once been complete. I couldn’t handle being with you and never having you again. So I left the field.”

			Jenna sighed. “So you did.”

			Awkward silence was broken by Jenna. “Ahem . . . well, Lars, I’m not here just to renew an old acquaintance. After you and I split, I completed my PhD in molecular biology, and now I’m associate director for research at ElijahCo. We’re a privately held pharmaceutical company.”

			She continued, “One area of our research interests is cancer treatment. We have a drug that’s shown promise in animal tumor models. Phase 1 trials on human beings have been completed at Sloan Kettering. They’ve determined the dosing schedule and reported some exciting responses in far-advanced cancers. We’re now ready to start Phase 2 trials.”

			“Whoa! Slow down, please,” Lars said. “Words mean different things to different people. What I’m hearing is that you want to see how this new drug will perform against a wide variety of human cancers. What’s the name of the drug, and what’s it got to do with me?”

			“First things first: the drug’s scientific name is a jawbreaker, so we just call it EJ 75. We’ll talk about the part we want you to play a bit later. Let’s talk about the drug first.”

			Now she had Lars’s interest.

			“I’ve read about EJ 75,” he said. “It’s gotten some hype in the journals. Then again, lots of drugs look good initially, only to fizzle out when submitted to broad human trials. So what’s the big deal about EJ 75?”

			“Oh, this one won’t fizzle out. Trust me. I understated the results from the Sloan Kettering trial. They’re spectacular.”

			“How does it work?”

			“Essentially, it activates the body’s immune system through a series of molecular interactions. The result is that cancer cells are specifically targeted. We don’t know yet how this is done or even if cancer cell death is directly related to the activated immune system. Most cancer drugs that fiddle with the immune system have some nasty side effects because they incite a more generalized inflammatory response. In essence, they attack normal cells as well as cancer cells. EJ 75 is like a smart bomb with its target cancer cells. Research is ongoing. I’ll forward the few studies published so far.”

			“Sorry to be pushy, but again, what’s this got to do with me?” Lars asked.

			Jenna appeared amused. “You haven’t changed, have you? You still gulp and don’t savor.

			“Okay, here it is,” she continued. “ElijahCo wants you to conduct one of the Phase 2 trials here at High Plains.”

			A surprised Lars studied her for a moment. “Why me? And why High Plains for the pivotal trials of this red-hot drug?” He averted his eyes. “I’ve trapped myself in an obscure university in the middle of nowhere. Sloan Kettering should do the studies.”

			“Oh, Sloan Kettering will participate in the trials, and so will MD Anderson,” Jenna said. “We need a number of centers involved in order to get rapid FDA approval for licensure. Adding High Plains isn’t a problem.”

			“That’s mighty generous, but what’s in it for ElijahCo?”

			“Here’s where I have to ask you to sign a confidentiality agreement.”

			“What, you don’t trust me?”

			“Don’t take it personally, Lars. ElijahCo demands a pledge of silence from everyone sharing our secrets.” She paused dramatically. “The second area of our research interest is what we like to call ‘death prevention.’”

			Lars was taken aback. “What the hell does that mean?” he asked.

			“Ever heard of the Gilgamesh Project?”

			“Oh yeah,” Lars said, wondering just where this discussion was headed. “A bunch of nutcases looking for the fountain of youth. Those folks read too much science fiction.”
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