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The Death Trip

 



Chapter 1

 


The efficient young woman was
explaining the procedure. There would be no pain, just the prick of
the needle as they administered the sedative – Versed.

“Have you had it before?”

Before Vera had a chance to think
about it, let alone respond, the woman answered for her, “Probably
for a dental procedure or colonoscopy,” and wrote something on the
clipboard while continuing to rattle on.

Vera was listening,
understanding, but distracted. She kept looking at the woman’s
skin, shiny and glowing – effulgent
– was that the word she was searching for? It was
harder to find the words these days, that was the Parkinson’s which
would have taken her sooner or later anyway, so the other was a
blessing sort of. The other didn’t bother her much, a vague ache in
her belly. She’d seen what happened with her sister. First dying
very slowly, so you begin to think it’s not happening at all, that
you’ll be one of the lucky ones, and then all at once…

The woman was now talking about the
seed, which was some kind of computer that would be shot into her
brain.

“With a needle?”

“Great question!” the young
woman said so enthusiastically it startled Vera.
“Not like an injection needle. As I was saying,
once you’re sedated, we’ll use a laser to create a small hole right
about here.” The young woman pointed to the center of her own
forehead.

Bindi? Vera thought. Was that what they called the red dot in the
center, or was that a curry dish, chicken bindi? Back when she
worked at the school there had been a teacher Mrs. Rajaneesh or
something. She could see her face, lovely young woman, 10th grade
math. Why couldn’t she get the name?

“You won’t feel it at all, and then
we’ll be able to use a syringe. Ah, here's one I can show you.
We'll use that to insert the seed.”

“And then?”

“Then we give you the cocktail. We
call it the cocktail because it’s a mixture of several different
medications although it’s not actually given by mouth.”

The
cocktail. Vera thought of party dresses and
some event she’d gone to thirty years ago where she felt
inappropriately dressed, and then of her son Sean who went from
being a teenage drunk to being a heroin addict. Sometime in the
80’s he found God and a good woman, but too late. They both got
very sick and died because it was before the doctors developed the
cocktail of medications that would have kept them alive.

“The cocktail kills me?”

“No, not at all. The cocktail contains
the medications that give you the experience.”

“Then how?”

The efficient young woman
leaned back slightly. Vera was trying to remember whether the girl
had introduced herself as a doctor or was just some kind of sales
rep. She asked lots of questions about
Vera’s medical history, so she was probably at least a
nurse.

Whatever she was, she began to speak
slowly. She didn’t gesture much and the words poured out as though
she had said them many times before. Vera noticed she kept lightly
tapping a pen against the desk.

She couldn’t have been more than
thirty.

Why can't Chuck meet a
nice girl like this? Vera
wondered.

“The process is intense, made more so
by the implanted seed which further stimulates your brain function.
Of course, we don’t know exactly what happens. In time we’ll
develop the capacity to actually see and monitor the event, but
we’re not there yet. We believe, however, based on brain scans and
research with subjects receiving a lower level of medication and
stimulation, that by the end you’ll have what people call a ‘near
death’ experience.”

“The lights and all that?”

“Yes, all that and more. Whatever you
believe will happen. Whatever you hope it will be.”

“How do I know it won’t be the gates
of hell?”

“By mapping the brain centers that are
being stimulated our research indicates it will be
pleasurable.”

“So I die of the pleasure?”
What was it the French called an orgasm – le petit mort? Where the hell had she
read that?

“In a sense, I suppose…” the woman
said, now placing the end of the pen very near her
mouth.

Vera herself had a lifelong
habit of chewing on the ends of pens and pencils. She remembered
her mother yelling at her when more than once she’d absentmindedly
wound up with ink on her face. As the woman went on, Vera decided
she wouldn’t be good for Chuck. Something
not quite right about her, a little too comfortable in a
lab. Humorless maybe? Her grandson always had a good sense of irony. It was one of
the traits they shared.

“The stimulation is very
powerful. Imagine, if you will...”

No, Vera thought, not Chuck’s type at
all. Then again, she is very attractive and men are generally
idiots. He wouldn’t really like her, but he’d like to screw her. Oh
God, Vera, you have gotten crude in your decrepitude!

“… that your brain is a
mansion…”

In his house there are
many mansions. She remembered that from
church, a place she hadn’t been in how many years? What did she
believe would happen after
anyway?

“…and all at once all the
lights and chandeliers are turned on and…”

“Suddenly it just blows out like a
fuse?” Vera put in hopefully.

“Yes.”

“And then it’s over. I’m
dead.”

“Not exactly…”

“Then what
exactly?” Maybe she would
be better off just waiting. No. She remembered what it was like
with the others.

“The fuse, if you
will…”

If you
will? Vera wondered if she had ever in her
life used the particular phrase, which this creature just uttered
twice in the space of a minute. That was the best she could do
after how many more years of schooling than Vera who’d gotten
knocked up her freshman year at Brooklyn College, and then never
made it back to a classroom, except for a couple of attempts, which
always ended in some family disaster? If only she had more time. If
she had even two more good years left, that’s what she’d do, go
back to school. She read so much on her own, and when Chuck was in
college she’d borrowed his books. She loved to talk to him about
ideas though she hadn’t told him this one. Was it to protect him or
keep him from talking her out of it?

“…burns out and your brain
dies or rather most of it does. You’re left…”

“A vegetable?”

“…severely damaged but with
many autonomous functions intact. Respiration for instance, might
continue normally for some time.”

Vera felt more focused now, more
attentive than she had been in weeks. The fog in her brain was
lifting, but she knew she had to get this straight before it
descended again.

“So if I can breathe, do I just stay
like that until...”

“You won’t be able to feed yourself or
take in fluids. If we gave them to you intravenously of course you
could survive for some time. That’s why we ask you to sign the
directive before the procedure.”

“I starve to death?”

“A person can survive without
nutrients for a long time. The need for hydration, however
is…”

“Will I be aware of
anything?”

“Given the brain damage, that’s
unlikely.”

“You don’t know for sure?”

“Highly unlikely. Of course if you
want fluids, even nutrients and nursing care to prevent bedsores,
that’s up to you.”

Was the gnawing feeling in her stomach
the illness or something else?

“You don’t have to decide right now.
Some people opt for the fluids. Really, based on the scans and the
evidence post-mortem, you won’t be aware of any sensations, and
that reminds me, because this is still in the research phase, we’ll
need to conduct an autopsy. Will you have any
objection?”

“Not if I’m actually dead.”

***

 



Chapter 2

 


It was 3 am and Chuck was
writing a book review for a friend’s new blog, checking to see if
his latest crush – Virtualgrrl316 – was online, drinking his
umpteenth cup of Fairway’s Organic Fair-trade Dark Blend, and
watching one of his favorite episodes of Next Generation – the one where
Picard is knocked out by an alien probe that transports him to a
planet where he has a wife and later a daughter and grandkids and a
whole life until he wakes up on the Enterprise and only twenty
minutes have passed. It turns out he never left the bridge. It was
all some kind of experiential history lesson left by the doomed
inhabitants of a planet that died thousands of years
before.

Virtualgrrl316 was sending him a
message. “WRUD?”

He told her.

She got the reference. “I love at the
end when you hear the flute playing in the vastness of
space.”

“Spoiler!”

“LOL”

She went on to ask him if
he’d seen one of her favorites, the Deep
Space Nine where Sisko undergoes a similar
experience although his is more dystopian. He’s a science fiction
writer facing racism in 1950’s America.

He wrote back that he was partial to
Sisko. She admitted a fondness for Janeway.

“And you claim not to be a
trekkie.”

“I think they prefer to be called,
trekkers. And I’m not, really. I have a life!”

“You like alternative reality?” he
wrote.

“And non-alternative. I’m 1
happy camper. And BTW, I only watch with friends. I don’t even own
a television machine.”

“What about the original series? Your
favorite? Please don’t tell me it’s the tribbles!”

“What’s the one where they go back in
time and Kirk falls for the mission gal who it turns out was a
pacifist and had to die, or else she’d talk FDR into delaying entry
into WWII and the Nazis would win?”

“City on the Edge of
Forever. Harlan Ellison wrote the
screenplay.”

“?”

“Famous science fiction
writer.”

“Sorry when it comes to sci-fi, I only
know Dick (Philip K.)”

“LOL. “

“So is that all you do, stay up late
watching old shows?”

“It’s part of work. What are you doing
up? Home from a hot date?”

“Oh darling, u r my 1 + only!
;-)”

She told him she was working too,
though she got a little mysterious about it when he asked her
questions.

She was cagy with him,
flirtatious sometimes in a way that made him want more, but in the
two weeks since they'd met she’d given him very little. It started
when she responded to a comment he’d posted on Comixology about a new graphic novel.
They emailed each other until they were both on at the same time
and decided to chat. He directed her to his
site, which included a bibliography of his work – his
oeuvre –a few freelance
articles in print and lots of online contributions. He still didn’t
know her name, hadn’t even read a fake online profile.

She'd told him she was thirty-two,
four years older than he was which he didn’t have a problem with.
He still didn't know what she did for a living, though he surmised
some kind of academic or maybe law. He suggested adding some voice
to their encounters, and sent her his cell and Skype numbers, but
she said she wasn’t ready. He wondered whether she was fat or ugly
or a man. He preferred to think she was beautiful and would be way
out of reach in the real world. He knew this fantasy would explode
if he learned too much, which was why it was fine with him to
stretch it out, make it last until it couldn’t. Ah, sweet
romance.

The phone rang. His mom? 4:00 am?
Shit.

“Sorry. Phone. TLK2UL8R. HAGD,” he
typed.

“u2.”

“Hi Abby.”

Before she got out the
words, he was imagining the likely explanations for the middle of
the night call – boyfriend left, boyfriend dead, boyfriend in jail,
need money for food or bail, everyone else in the
cult du jour just
committed mass suicide.

“Your granny’s dead,
Chuck.”

“No she's not. She’s on one of those
bus tours. Told me she wanted to enjoy it while she still
could.”

“She wrote me a letter. I just opened
it.”

“What are you talking about?
What…”

“She had cancer Chuck, and
the Parkinson’s which I think you knew about, and anyway her doctor
referred her to some kind of study and she took it.”

“Took what?”

“Took the Death Trip. She got on a
study for the Death Trip and she’s gone.”

As Abby continued to talk, Chuck went
to his email and opened Vera's last, as yet unread, and newly
arrived message.

 


***

 



Chapter 3

 


Date: Sat, 30 Aug 2___ 04:15
-0400

From: Vera1938@aol.com

To: Chuck416@gmail.com

Subject: The Big Sleep

 


Dear Chuck,

I’m going to hope that you’ve already
heard. My lawyer’s office was supposed to send you a letter, but
you probably thought it was junk. Haven’t I told you that you may
already be a winner? You’ve got to open your mail.

I’m gone. Isn’t that something? I’m
writing this now from a hotel room on that cute little laptop you
gave me (which BTW I’ve already arranged to have sent to you) and
I’m warm and breathing, but by the time you read this I will no
longer be.

In case you didn’t already figure it
out, kiddo, this mortality thing is a bitch. It’s also why I’d like
you to find a nice young woman, someone to grow old with because
it'll happen faster than you think.

First, don’t be angry. When I told you
about the Parkinson’s and you said you’d change my diapers, that
was sweet, but I really wasn’t looking forward to it, and when I
got the cancer diagnosis, I just thought there has to be another
way. I don’t want to go through what, well you know
what.

I thought about chemo, but honestly to
gain a few months at what cost? When I asked the doctor if there
was anything else, he told me about the study. I’m sure you know
all about it what with spending most of your waking hours in front
of that screen, but I hadn’t heard of it before.

When he said I could enroll and take
the SLEEP, I thought at first he was saying they could put me to
sleep, and then he started slow-talking like he suddenly got it I’m
old and the Parkinson’s has already destroyed the brain cells, the
macular is keeping me from reading, and people my age are all
senile. In other words, he started talking to me the way doctors
always talk to people.

“They call it the SLEEP. It
stands for simulated life elapsed experience process.”

He took out a copy of a magazine. You
must have seen it, the cover with a needle, and the title: THE BIG
SLEEP. They call it the Death Trip too, but I’m sure you know
that.

I wasn’t going to pursue it. It
sounded like too much of a chance. Besides you always think maybe
there'll be a remission or something. But a couple of days later, I
get a call. This woman tells me she’s spoken to my doctor and
understands I’m interested. It’s free, no insurance involved. It’s
a study. She makes it sound like I’d be doing humanity a favor.
Like I hadn’t already given at the office.

They sent me a ticket to Oregon,
Chuck. Business class. How could I refuse? (Roundtrip by the way.
No pressure they said.)

I thought I’d go just to talk to them,
have something interesting to tell you about. I’ve never been to
the West Coast. You like those kinds of stories, don’t you? God if
there’s anything after (which you know I don’t think there is), I
will miss you terribly.

This nice young girl showed me a tape
explaining the whole thing, how they implant a mechanical seed or
something inside your brain to stir everything up and then they
give you the medication which is like some kind of LSD I guess
although they talk about how natural it all is, and based on the
studies of people on lower doses they believe that you feel like
you’re living a lifetime – like some sweet dream of a life ending
in the pearly gates of heaven or whatever, and it feels really long
even though it happens in a few minutes, and faced with that or
three to six months of increasing pain and suffering that the
oncologist was offering me, I thought what the hell, sign me
up.

Maybe I’m just a silly old
woman. I’m sorry if I’m cheating you out of a great life
experience. There’s something about being with someone at the end.
It sounds strange to say this, but if Sean had to die, or my sister
for that matter, I’m glad I was there for them even when it got
messy. But that was about me. I don’t know how much it meant
to them. So I
wanted you to know I didn’t do this to spare you, but to spare
myself, so please don’t feel guilty.

If you believe in anything these days,
just pray to your higher power that I’m making the right decision.
I’m writing tonight from the Marriott in Portland where they’re
putting me up. I go in tomorrow morning. I hope I understand the
delayed send (I’ve never tried it before) and you get this next
week. By then it will all be over.

I love you forever, kiddo,

Granma Vera

 


***

 



Chapter 4

 


First he cried. Then he ate
cookies. The next three days were hazy, literally – thick with marijuana
smoke, scotch, coffee and comfort old television playing in the
background as he wrote countless versions of the eulogy he’d never
deliver.

Granma had made her own arrangements.
She was cremated some place in Oregon and the ashes were coming Fed
Ex. A CD from the lawyer’s office was already sitting in his
mailbox. Granma was on it, and he watched her over and over. She
mostly said this was her choice and she was leaving everything –
which wasn’t much – to him.

“Most of the people I know
and love are dead, except for you and your mother. I do love your
mother, Chuck, even if she drives us both crazy. She can’t help
herself. If you need to go out there to see her and have some kind
of ritual, that’s
fine, I guess. I could see her needing that. People like her have
to have something to believe in. There'll be enough money in our
joint bank account – see I did plan ahead – for you to go to Mexico
or wherever she is. Just be careful. You know what I mean. I don’t
want you to wind up selling flowers in an airport.”

She talked a little more
about the SLEEP, and said almost word for word what she’d written
in the email, “I hope I’m doing the right thing. They say it’ll be
a pleasurable experience, but they don’t really know, do they?”

It wasn’t just that she was more like
a mother – she’d been everything, mother, father, best friend. He
knew it hadn't been easy. Drunk husband who'd drifted further from
her life until he disappeared leaving her with two kids. The girl
knocked up in high school, the boy always in some kind of
trouble.

She worked as a school secretary,
Board of Ed job, not much money but good bennies and home early
enough to get dinner on the table though usually she wound up
taking on freelance bookkeeping, doing the neighbor’s taxes and
whatever else to get by.

The one thing she always wanted? An
education. The city university system had been free until the
seventies, but something always came up and she didn’t get far. By
the eighties, she was raising him and dealing with her son and
daughter-in-law, both of whom were dying of the virus. Just when
she was thinking about retiring, she wound up caring for her sister
until she died.

Chuck wished he could have had one
more conversation with her, not a chance to say good-bye, but a
chance to talk. He began to compose dialogs sometimes written,
mostly in his head, imagining he was channeling her, although in
her skeptical world, she would have thought that
nonsense.

“Granma was I a
disappointment to you?”

“No, honey. You were the
one good thing.”

“But look at me, Granma.
No real job, shithole apartment, no steady girl.”

“You finished college.
You’re not a drug addict. You take good enough care of yourself.
You’re honest.”

“I wish I was strong like
you.”

“I wasn’t strong honey,
just hard.”

He spent three days
ignoring all entreaties from the outside world including emails and
messages from Virtualgrrl although he hoped she’d call. He would
have taken her call. He finally posted a Tribute to Vera Kowalski on his site,
not mentioning the Death Trip, only alluding to the idea that she’d
chosen her own way at the end.

He understood why she’d done it. It
was easy to imagine how much she must have wished things had been
different. Growing up, she was the only atheist he knew. He asked
her about it once, maybe when he was twelve. She’d replied, “It’s
not that I don’t believe in God, kiddo. I believe in him all right.
I just think he went out for a pack of cigarettes two thousand
years ago.”

As the fog of his grief
began to dissipate, he started to surf the net looking for what he
could find about the Death Trip because it was really starting to
bother him what she’d said. How do they
really know?

 


***

 



Chapter 5

 


The Time magazine cover piece caused a
stir, but that had been a year ago. Of course he’d read it, blogged
about it, thought it was a potentially interesting development, yet
there’d been very little in the mainstream or alternative press
about it since. Some people said it was all a hoax or years away
from any practical applications.

He reviewed the article
noting the basic facts. The Simulated Life Elapsed Experience
Process was under development by Panacium Inc. a new pharmaceutical
company started to bring this one product to market. The process
involved an integration of technology and pharmacology. First a
chip designed to stimulate function in certain areas of the brain
was inserted. The chip was an offshoot of technology developed to
lessen Parkinson symptoms and epileptic fits, but the new chip was
tiny and worked over a wide enough range so it could be inserted
through a very small hole punched into the prefrontal cortex.
Chuck, no medical expert, was reminded of the movie,
Suddenly Last Summer in
which Montgomery Clift played a slow thinking neurosurgeon who was
being pressured to perform a lobotomy on Elizabeth
Taylor.

Once the chip was inserted, the
patient received a proprietary blend of medications called
Celestian. While the drug had been approved for limited clinical
trials in terminally ill patients, the formula was secret.
Apparently some Bush/Cheney trade reform allowed the company to
submit the formula to the FDA while still keeping it from the
public and other companies. Two of the known ingredients were iboga
and ayahuasca. Chuck knew ayahuasca was a hallucinogen used by
indigenous people in South America and thought to have telepathic
properties. Iboga was from Africa. He researched it a couple of
years before for an article published in a New York weekly. It was
synthesized into a drug called Ibogaine, touted by some as a cure
for all addictions. While anecdotal evidence and testimonials could
be found, pharmaceutical companies hadn’t picked it up, and
clinical evidence was negligible. The mechanism for how Ibogaine
worked wasn’t well understood. Supposedly, the user would be so
transformed by the experience of even one dose that he would lose
the need to shoot heroin, smoke crack or even use tobacco ever
again. He knew from his research that some of the biggest
proponents (and investors) in Ibogaine had allegedly made their
fortunes in the marijuana trade and were rabidly opposed to “white
powder” drugs like coke and heroin.

Chuck began to investigate
Panacium, looking at trade publications and business articles. The
company website offered limited information. He recognized some of
the names of the board members from his Ibogaine research and
googled the ones he didn’t know. It was an interesting mix of
Ibogaine promoters including alleged pot people, technology
entrepreneurs, and big pharma execs. The name that stood out was
Dr. Daniel Morrison. Morrison was a Harvard
trained physician with a PhD in anthropology. He’d dropped acid
with Leary, hit the road with Kesey and was said to have been a
good friend of Hunter S. Thompson. Morrison was the founder, CEO,
major stockholder, and Chairman of the Board.

It didn’t look like
Morrison had spoken to the press since the Time article. The claims he made for
the process were pretty big. As he described it, the research using
smaller qualities of the drug and with a less powerful chip
resulted in 99.5% of the initial study subjects reporting a
completely pleasant experience. The subjects – all with a diagnosis
of three months or less to live – each experienced a “trip” lasting
less than an hour. They were given a benzodiazepine sedative first
and were knocked out the entire time. Upon waking all reported
similar experiences.

One of the youngest in the study, a
woman of thirty whose breast cancer metastasized, was bitter about
being woken up. She was quoted in the article, “There was no
cancer. I married my fiancé. We had kids. I watched them growing up
and became a grandmother. I was old and ready to die. I was done.
They never should have brought me back.”

Most, especially those in the highest
dosage group reported the classic near death experience. This
alternative reality, not only felt more real than any dream, but
each believed it lasted years, in some cases decades. A high
percentage had no memory of being put under or being ill. Some were
confused upon waking, a couple delusional, insisting the drug
induced state was reality, and the world they woke into a
nightmare.

While everyone came out more or less
lucid, there were aftereffects. Brain damage. Drops in IQ of
between 5 to 25 points were common. Memory problems persisted in
both the groups receiving the lowest and next to lowest dose. Two
thirds of the highest dosed groups lapsed into irreversible comas
within weeks.

At the time the article was written,
Panacium was working on refining the process. Morrison believed
that in time the effects could be controlled. He also saw more
possibilities for the chip or “seed” technology. He believed soon
they would have the capacity to create images of the user’s
experience based on the brain activity, translating the electronic
impulses of memory and thought into bits of information which could
be transmitted through the chip, and then read and recorded.
Someday there would be a way to interface with the subjects while
they were undergoing the procedure.

“Imagine, if you will,” Dr. Morrison
explained, “one man goes on a journey, but hundreds accompany him,
entering his very consciousness.”

Nothing much but rumors on the web
after that. The company was privately held so there was no
information on the stock or financial records. They set up in
Oregon which Chuck thought might have had something to do with
marijuana-trade investors, but he wondered whether it had more to
do with the assisted suicide law and a generally libertarian view
of individual rights to make end of life decisions.

A few months after the
article came out, the company put out a brief press release.
Somehow they greased the FDA and got permission to do a new study.
Again the only patients eligible were terminally ill, but now there
was no attempt to wake them up and find out what happened. They
were never going to wake up. The “refined” process destroyed most
brain functions. It didn’t kill anyone, so legally it wasn’t a
suicide drug, but it made sense to operate in a state like Oregon
and make sure all subjects were in physical and/or psychological
pain as well as being terminally ill. The
subjects could sign documents agreeing that the process was
palliative or “comfort” care, and if it resulted in brain damage
the company was not to be held legally responsible. While they
could, under Oregon state law, request to be euthanized afterwards,
the press release stressed that Panicium was not going to accept
any patients who wished to be.

“We don’t want to enter that
controversy,” Dr. Morrison himself was quoted as saying. “This is
simply about relieving pain and allowing dying patients to
experience a spiritual journey that will help ease their
transition.”

That Vera, who always chose to see the
world as it was, would in the end destroy her consciousness with a
massive drug overdose, was an irony not lost on him. Vera watched
her husband drift into alcoholism, her daughter join and leave
several cults, her son die from the dirty needles he used daily for
years. Yet, when her own time came, she couldn’t face what was
ahead and opted for illusion. If Vera would choose this, how many
others?

Chuck was almost paralyzed in front of
his screen, pondering what all of this meant when he realized that
his phone was ringing. He grabbed his headset. The voice was
unfamiliar, but he knew right away who it was, and he wanted to
talk.

 


***

 



Chapter 6

 


“I just had to tell you the tribute to
your grandmother made me cry. I wasn’t sure if I should call. You
haven’t written in days. You do know who this is?”

He noticed she’d blocked her number.
“I know. Thank you for calling. Listen, in case we get
disconnected, could I have a number?”

“I’ll call you back if that
happens.”

“A name?”

She hesitated just for a second. “Ray,
you can call me Ray.”

“I knew it. You
are a man,” he was
joking, keeping the tone light. Her voice was feminine.

“It’s short for something. It’s what
my friends call me.”

“So we’re friends?"

“Yes. When you know me better, you’ll
understand.”

“When will that be?”

“Soon.”

“Good.”

“She sounds like a remarkable
woman.”

“She was.”

“I’m a good listener, if you want to
talk about her.”

“Ray, Ray, Ray….”

“What is it?”

“Where are you, Ray?”

“Why?”

“I don’t need to talk about her
tonight. I don’t want to think about her tonight. I just
need…”

“What do you need, Chuck?”

“I just wish I could hold
you.”

“Close your eyes, then.”

“Oh God, Ray.”

“Close your eyes Chuck, and let me
hold you.”

 


***

 



Chapter 7

 


She started calling him – sometimes a
few times a day, then not for days. He still didn’t know her last
name, but he’d found out a few things. She was an attorney– some
kind of civil rights law.

She was vague on the details. He asked
her where she went to school and she said, “The East.”

“What’s that mean? Like
Harvard?”

She changed the subject.

She was divorced. No kids. No
cats.

“Live alone?”

“Not exactly.”

“Boyfriend?”

“No, no boyfriend. No
girlfriend.”

“City?”

“The Boston – New York – Philly – DC
metro area.”

He told her he was kind of between
jobs and had been since college. He’d worked for a while as a
technical writer, was a licensed substitute in the New York City
school system, but had a better deal with some private
schools.

“How is it a better deal?”

“They don’t pay as well, but the kids
don’t beat me up.”

She liked his writing. Alluded to
having been published herself, but clammed up when he asked her
specifics.

“So are you really like Joyce Carol
Oates or something?”

“Not even close.”

“You don’t mind that I’m a
ne’er-do-well?”

“Kinda like it.”

There was a picture of him, his face
anyway, on his site. He asked if she’d send him one.

“I don’t think so.”

“How come?”

“It’s not about the looks.”

“Describe yourself then.”

“I have. I’m a beautiful brunette with
green eyes and the cheekbones of a goddess. What else do you need
to know?”

“Petite or?”

“What are you a sizist?"

She didn't
sound fat.

They could go on like that, talking
about nothing for hours. And even though he only knew her as a
disembodied voice or text on a screen, he felt closer to her than
he had to anyone in a very long time.

Because he’d never gone into detail
about how exactly Vera died, he hadn’t told her about the research
he was doing. He hadn’t mentioned that he pulled some connections
and managed to get a major magazine interested in seeing a piece he
was working on about the Death Trip. It was on spec, but he was
sure they’d take it. He’d written an email to Corporate
Communications at Panacium introducing himself as a journalist,
telling them about Vera’s decision and his proposal to “learn about
the process that led her there.” They’d bit. Called him back and
offered him a tour and even a few minutes face time with Morrison
himself. When he told them he was even going to spend a night at
the Marriott to really try to live her process, they offered to
comp him. This could be his big break. He wanted to share the
news.

“Ray, have you heard about the Big
Sleep?”

“Bogart and Bacall with a really
complicated screenplay?”

“Not that one. The one out in
Oregon.”

There was a pause. And then he heard
her voice, the anger and tension building with every word, “The
Death Trip, Celestian, Panacium Inc. Simulated Life Elapsed
Experience Process, Dr. Death aka Daniel Morrison, the drug that
turns the mind to mush in 25 minutes or less. Heard of it? Yeah,
sure, little bit. Why do you ask?”

“Vera took it.”

The next three words came very slowly.
“Did you know?”

“No, she didn’t tell me. I didn’t even
know she had the cancer. The Parkinson’s we’d talked about that,
but…”

“What do you think about
it?”

“What do you mean?”

“What do you think about the idea,
about doctors giving people a drug designed to harm them? Kill
them?”

“You mean like pulling the plug, Terri
Schiavo?

“Yeah, that’s what I mean.”

“I don’t like the idea of the
government stepping in. I mean people have a right to make their
own decisions.”

“Even to make decisions for other
people?”

“Vera made a decision for
herself.”

“Maybe she made it to spare your
taking care of her. Maybe she made it because we don’t exactly live
in an equal access society and she didn’t have a lot of options.
Anyway, I’m not talking about her right now. What about people
making decisions for other people like a parent deciding not to
treat a sick child?”

“I don’t know, Ray. I’m not sure what
this has to do with..."

“You’re right Chuck. I’m not being
clear.”

He wasn’t sure what to say. “Ray, I
love you.” It wasn’t the first time he’d said it, but he suddenly
thought it might be the last.

“I love you too, Chuck.”

Another pause and then she added, “My
name is Raya Soleil.” She spelled it for him. “You can google me if
you’d like.”

 


***

 



Chapter 8

 


4,850 results in .25 seconds and all
of them relevant. Articles, books, interviews, tons of mentions and
even a Wikipedia entry. He finally saw her picture and it broke his
heart to bits.

Raya Soleil, Harvard
educated lawyer and activist, divorced. Grew up in Dartmouth, New
Hampshire, daughter of physicist and a law professor. Raya had been
born with a neuromuscular disease, osteogenesis imperfecta. She had an inherited gene
defect affecting her body’s ability to metabolize collagen – a
building block for all tissues. As a result even a sneeze could
result in a bone fracture or break. Not only were bones affected,
but skin, tendons, muscles and ligaments. Her spine could no longer
support the weight of her body – even though she was just barely
four feet tall and weighed about sixty pounds. She used a motorized
wheelchair and voice-activated computer.

She hadn’t lied to him about being a
beautiful green-eyed brunette. Though her head was large for her
body and somewhat distorted, she did have killer cheekbones, full
lips and a smile to die for.

In addition to a part time teaching
gig at her alma mater, Raya had travelled the world as a lecturer
and activist. Her cause was disability rights, which she argued
included the right to live with dignity and the right not to die
for the convenience of others.

She’d first come to the media’s
attention when as an undergraduate, she’d formed a disabled student
association whose members chained their wheelchairs together and
held a rally protesting a well known telethon for cerebral palsy
that Raya described as, “…a degrading exercise, a minstrel
show.”

Her next big leap onto the
public stage came a couple of years after she graduated from law
school when she debated Maxwell Thomas Taylor – considered one of
the most influential living philosophers. Taylor, who’d gotten his
degree at the other Cambridge, taught at Berkley.

Chuck was of course
familiar with Taylor’s name. Taylor was most well known for his
1974 book Animal
Emancipation. He read the book when he was
involved in his first serious relationship during his sophomore
year at the State University of New York in Binghamton. His
girlfriend, Miriam, a junior when they met – ah older women –
converted him to veganism – a lifestyle he maintained for several
years after their breakup although he had since strayed and become
a lacto-ovo vegetarian with occasional seafood lapses.

Raya, whom Chuck read to his relief
was herself a vegetarian, had not debated diet with Taylor. It was
another of his beliefs that rankled her. Taylor, a utilitarian,
argued that parents of disabled infants should have the right to
have them euthanized. He stated that since infants hadn’t developed
the capacity to have a preference as to whether or not to live,
they had no inherent right to life, and if the likely outcome of
their continued life would be the pain and suffering that comes
from living with a disability, parents should have a right to end
that life. He also believed children and even adults who because of
cognitive disabilities lacked self-awareness should be
euthanized.

When Chuck found he
couldn’t download her most recent essay collection,
Interdependent Living, he
ran out to Barnes and Noble to buy it. In her piece on the Taylor
debate, her righteous anger at having to confront a man who argued
against her very right to life came through every word.

But it was a statement she’d made in
an interview about the debate that moved him the most, and he felt
a strange pride as he read her words:

“People like Taylor feel oh so sorry
for people like me. They think we suffer and only want to put us
out of our misery. Taylor used the example of a child in a
playground watching the other children playing – climbing, sliding,
running. How awful for that poor miserable being! If only she’d
been mercifully put to sleep as an infant. Well I remember being a
child in a playground. I couldn’t run or use the swing. I could
play in the sandbox. The sand was warm and felt magical against my
bare feet. I could build castles and imagine my life in them. I
could entertain the other children with my stories. I was
ecstatically happy. And I was loved!

“Now, maybe a few years
before I was born, somewhere in the southern United States, a
little girl may have been watching other children play in a
playground – a playground she legally couldn’t enter because of her
skin color. Oh how she must have suffered. The logical extension of
Taylor’s argument is that her parents should have suffocated her
the day she was born. How else could they prevent her
misery?”

He read her on Schiavo. She argued
forcefully that Congress did have a right to intervene, that giving
a patient food and water did not represent extraordinary medical
intervention and that since Schiavo could not communicate her own
preference, no one had a right to decide for her.

She’d written less about
assisted-suicide, but she was against it, and from what Chuck found
from interviews her argument was a simple one – as long as there
was a profit driven health care system that did not provide equal
access to everyone, and as long as the disabled and ill were
considered less than equal, the “choice” to die could not be made
freely.

Raya still hadn’t given him a phone
number. All he could do was email her at the Virtualgrrl
address.

 


Date: Tue, 23 Sep 2008 16:35:48
-0600

From: Chuck416@gmail.com

To:
Virtualgrrl316@gmail.com

Subject: I am not worthy

 


Raya,

I’m already thinking of you as Raya.
Does anyone really call you Ray? I admit to being intimidated and
more besotted than ever. I really can’t figure out what you see in
me, but I’ve got to admit it’s an ego trip that you seem to see
something. You do, don’t you?

Love,

Chuck

PS BTW, so how do you really feel
about the Death Trip?

 


***

 



Chapter 9

 


She called a few minutes later and
this time the number wasn’t blocked.

While they hadn’t really argued
before, the passionate first three minutes of the conversation
could best be described as make up phone sex. Afterwards they
drifted back to his potential article.

“Have you heard the name David Weiss?”
She asked.

“Lawyer, Harvard, happens to be blind.
Think he was married to you once.”

“That was a long time ago.
We haven’t spoken in years. We have fundamentally different views
on some issues.”

“Like…”

“He went out to Oregon a
while back. Helped draft the right to die.”

“Ouch.”

“Well put. He practices
here, in Boston. I’m still friends with another lawyer at his firm.
They have some kind of connection to Panacium.”

“Interesting…”

“I don’t know a lot about
it, Chuck. My friend’s been kind of cagey. You know legal privilege
and all. My friend was in Oregon with David a few years ago and has
been out there again recently. There’s some work with the
legislature or some lobbying group. I can try to find out more.
I’ll let you know.”

“That would be great, but
Raya…”

“Yeah…”

“I understand your feelings
about this, but I’ve got to tell you. I’m not going out there to
prove these guys are evil. I want to cover this story as a
journalist, not an activist. I want to write something fact based,
maybe include opinions like yours, but try for some kind of
objectivity.”

“Chuck. These people
have plans. I
can’t prove it yet. I can just see who they are, what they’ve said.
If you’re going to do a story, you’ve got to find out what those
plans are. What if you were a journalist in Germany in the 1930’s?
The holocaust hasn’t happened. Most people couldn’t imagine it
because it would have been just too horrible. But if you watched
the laws being changed, the tone of the discourse, and you
read Mein Kampf,
you would have known; you should
have known.”

“What do you think that
they’re trying to do? They’re offering people who are dying and in
pain a last good dream. People who freely choose it. Have you read
any of the statements from the first study when they woke them up?
Really powerful stuff.”

“Have you ever studied
sleep, the physiology of sleep and dreaming?”

“No but…”

“Dreams aren’t coherent. When we wake
up and recall them, we fill in the blanks to make sense the dream
make sense, and what we remember isn’t the dream, it’s our
construct. The Panacium victims may have a hallucination they think
was very detailed, but it’s the waking brain constructing a
coherent narrative. We don’t know what they actually experienced
and neither do they. It’s like recalling what happened when you’re
drunk. This is about doctors performing a procedure designed to
obliterate consciousness. They’re destroying brains and offering a
lie – that they’re somehow cheating death by giving people this
chance to experience who knows what. They’re not cheating death,
they’re hastening it.”

Before he had a moment to jump in, she
went on.

“How long do you think it will be
before they’re encouraging people who have six months left to take
the trip? A year left? And then maybe anyone over sixty because
it’s a better alternative than poverty and the loss of capacity
that comes with natural aging? And of course people like
me….”

“Let me get the facts, Raya. I’d be
happy to talk to your friend – on or off the record. And I’ll put
in a statement from you. Let me show people what you think, not
tell them what to think. All I’m asking you to do is have a little
faith in me.”

“Ok. But don’t pretend that
you don’t have a bias, and what exactly do you think about what Vera
did?”

“I have her words telling
me she didn’t do this for me. She was in her right mind and she
made a choice. She saw what was ahead. She nursed two people with
AIDS and one with cancer. Maybe it was about dignity. You may be
okay with someone taking care of you, changing a diaper even. That
wouldn't have been acceptable to Vera. I’m not saying it’s right. I
love you, but I don’t think you or anyone else has the right to
take away someone’s choice. Can you forgive me for believing
that?”

“Yes, but…”

“No but. That doesn’t mean
I disagree with you. These guys may have a master plan for world
domination. They may need to be stopped, but let me find that out
for myself. And Raya…”

“Yes…”

“I’m stopping in Boston on
my way back from Portland. I want to see you.”

“Ok.”

She made one more request. “If you get
to talk to Morrison, I’m not asking you to debate him, but there
are some scenarios I’d like you to run by him. Just some questions
I’d like to know his answers to.”

“Shoot me an email. I’ll
ask him.”

 


***


Chapter 10

 


New York to Portland he had the
strangest feeling of not traveling alone. Vera’s voice took up
space in his brain, and he spent most of the trip talking to her in
his head.

It stuck in his mind when they made
the announcement for “mobility challenged passengers and those in
wheelchairs” to board the plane first.

“Granma, can you imagine
what it must be like for her? Every day. And she
travels…”

“She’s a brave
woman.”

“But that’s what bugs her.
She doesn’t want people to think of her as brave, or noble or
exceptional.”

“There’s nothing wrong
with those qualities.”

“You had them.”

“Aw come on. You know I’m
really proud of you. That last conversation with her. You stood up
for yourself. I used to worry you were kind of a …

“Wimp?”

“Not as assertive as you
could be with women. Comes from growing up without a father. Women
bossing you all the time.”

“Yeah, I turned out ok.
Thanks Granma.”

“For what?”

“Giving me a
home.”

“What was I supposed to
do? That was your mother’s decision.”

“You could have said no.
You could have made her put me up for adoption.”

“Oh please. You were the
best thing to ever…”

The flight attendant was coming around
with the coffee. Chuck hoped he hadn’t actually been moving his
lips. Spending so much time alone, he often found himself holding
his internal dialogues out loud.

The attendant smiled at him
as she approached. She was attractive, olive skinned with dark
brown hair. A beautiful brunette with
green eyes and killer cheekbones.

“How do you like
it?

A microsecond of self-consciousness.
“Black.”

He thought back to Miriam, his college
girlfriend, the radical vegan. She was also a green-eyed
brunette.

“What are you?” she had asked him the
first time they met.

He was used to the question, more so
since college. When he was growing up, his Brooklyn neighborhood,
Greenpoint, functioned like a small town and a dark-skinned boy
with a Polish last name was just assumed to be a Puerto Rican Pole
– not an entirely unlikely mix.

The truth was he didn’t rally know.
Abby hadn’t offered much information about his father. Growing up
she’d said at times his dad was black, Puerto Rican, Sicilian.
Maybe he was all three.

There was one time he must have been
about seven and he asked her, “What was my daddy?”

She said she wasn’t sure and his Uncle
Sean wisecracked, “You’re not sure what or who?”

“What are you?” he’d
snapped back to Miriam that first time. She had large almond shaped
green eyes, flawless skin a shade lighter than café au lait, kinky
brown hair down to her hips. Her parents were Jews, from Syria. And
in her part of Brooklyn, they were a pretty tight community. The
one time he’d visited her at her parents’ home, he felt more like
an outsider than he ever had before.

“I don’t think it was the
race thing, Chuck. It’s just that you’re not Sephardi.”

As the relationship progressed, he
sometimes wondered if she chose him because he was different enough
to piss off her parents, but not so dark that he didn’t fit in with
her friends.

He sipped his coffee and
tried to tune out the buzzing and thumping of his seatmate’s I-pod.
He thought about the concept of “exoticism”. Most of his
girlfriends were white. He felt they chose him more than he chose
them and knew that without his “exotic” looks he’d just be another
geek without a good job. He was trying to remember a quote from
Said’s Orientalism about the other and wondering whether Raya’s disability made
her “exotic” to him. But that wasn’t right. He was already in love
with her before he even knew her name.

 


***

 



Chapter 11

 


Panacium Inc. was located in a glass
and steel twelve-story building in downtown Portland facing the
river.

Chuck walked in and approached the
security desk.

“Charles Kowalski, here to
see Dr. Morrison. I have an appointment.”

The guard looked at his book. “Got it.
I need to see some ID.”

After Chuck pulled out his license,
the guard made a quick call then walked around to the other side of
the desk. There was a metal detector and he asked Chuck for his
briefcase. “You got a picture phone? No picture phones in the
building.”

“I’m doing an interview. I
brought my camera.”

“We don’t allow cameras in
the building or recording. Animal nuts.”

“They have animals
here?”

“They got everything here.
Research, clinic.”

The elevator door opened and a woman
stepped out. Tall and blonde with pulled back hair and glasses. Her
white lab coat was open and the outline of her left nipple visible
under her light blue blouse. She was not wearing sensible shoes. As
she approached, Chuck noted her shiny perfect skin. For a second he
imagined grabbing her, loosening her hair, throwing off the glasses
and kissing her on her full pink lips.

She reached out a hand, “Mr. Kowalski,
I’m Danielle.”

Danielle. She was the one who’d
responded to his email. He’d spoken to her on the phone. She’d not
only set up the interview with Morrison but even arranged for
Chuck's stay at the Marriott for three nights, using one of the
rooms they reserved for patients and family members.

“It’s Chuck,” he reminded her as he
took her hand.

The guard said, “He’s got a
camera.”

“That’s fine, Joe. Thank
you.”

She was wearing an ID, but he was
trying not to stare at her slightly exposed cleavage, so they were
already in the elevator when he noticed the name, Danielle
Morrison, MD.

“You’re…”

She saw him looking at the badge. “His
daughter. Yes." She went on. “We’re really happy you’re here,
Chuck. Dr. Morrison doesn’t do a lot of press, but we all felt it
was time and we were so moved by your email. The personal angle. I
met your grandmother. In fact, I interviewed her and monitored her
procedure.”

“I’d like to know more
about that.”

“Of course,” she said,
placing a hand on his arm for a moment and nodding her head with
professional empathy. “Shall we take a look around
first?”

Danielle took him for a tour of the
facility. “The autopsy room is in the sub-basement. I’m not going
to show you that. There’s a post-mortem in progress and of course
privacy issues. We can start in the lab, but if you wouldn’t mind,
no pictures.”

“I’d like to take some of
Dr. Morrison.”

“That won’t be a
problem.”

She brought him to a lab where there
were howler monkeys and another with dogs. The labs were
exceptionally clean, but the animals were loud and visibly
frightened. He thought of Miriam and his college days and felt a
flush – embarrassment at his own passivity in the face of
injustice.

“Of course they can’t talk
to us and it’s so important for our work to understand the actual
experience of the process, but they can help us refine the
procedure, learn to minimize the damage. We’re also doing a great
deal of research with the seed. That’s what we call the brain
implant. Let me show you something.”

A sleeping dog was lying on the table,
a metal band wrapped around his head with a cord running from the
band to a machine. The machine had a monitor and was displaying an
image, which Chuck surmised, was of the dog’s brain. The image had
a grey background and pulsing flashes of yellow, red, green and
blue.

“You’ve heard of functional
MRI’s?”

“A little.”

“This is based on that
technology, but as you can see we don’t have to put the patient
inside of a machine. It’s minimally intrusive. The variation in
response shows which area of the brain is active. You may have
heard about functional MRI’s being used as lie detectors. That is,
certain areas of the brain resonate during lying.”

“I’ve heard it doesn’t work
if you believe the lies.”

“We’re working on other
applications. This dog is dreaming. He was given a sedative along
with a mild hallucinogen. Based on the areas active in his brain,
we know that he’s experiencing pleasure and that he’s likely
hunting. He’s using his sense of smell, sight, taste and hearing
and even touch.”

She touched the dog, absent-mindedly
petting him. “Of course he’s doesn’t smell me or you at the moment.
He doesn’t feel my touch. But what he’s experiencing is absolutely
real for him.

“You see the areas that are
lit up? Right now we can pinpoint the active areas. We’re getting
better at understanding that every day. We hope to begin a process
that goes even deeper, where we can actually capture the images
being formed in the brain.”

“How far away is
that?”

“Maybe closer than you
think.”

Next they saw some corporate offices
complete with cubicles that looked like corporate offices
everywhere.

“I’ll show you the clinic
now.”

She brought him into a small office
with a large black desk. Diplomas hung in the background and the
walls were lined with medical books.

“This is where we meet with study
subjects, where your grandmother and I talked. I explained the
process, reviewed her medical records, answered her
questions.”

“Did she have any doubts?”

Danielle smiled. “I’m sorry, Chuck. I
can’t discuss her specifically. I can tell you that generally
people don’t show up if they have too many doubts. She was sure
about what she wanted. If there had been any doubt, we wouldn’t
have accepted her. We have enough referrals.”

“Really? Then why pay her airfare? Why
put her up in the Marriott?”

“We're selective. We have a profile.
The diagnostic window for one thing. We need patients documented to
have three months or less, but strong enough to survive the
procedure. Also we don’t euthanize. When they realize that they’ll
die naturally after the process, a lot of them back down,
especially here in Oregon where the alternative exists.”

“You don’t euthanize, but you don’t
give them fluids or nutrients?”

“We don’t encourage it. We’re about
quality of life and allowing our patients to decide what’s right
for them. If a patient wants fluids and nutrients after the
procedure, we’re happy to comply. We want them to be as comfortable
as possible. Most people, when they understand, don’t opt for that
kind of intervention. It's really more for the families. Let me
show you something, but please no camera, ok?”

She walked him into a room. It looked
more like a small hotel room than a hospital room. A very gaunt man
was lying in a bed. He appeared to be sleeping peacefully. It was
difficult to guess his age, but he didn’t look old. Chuck noticed
that he was not hooked up to any monitors or machines, just one IV
line.

There were two women sitting by the
side of the bed, a woman in her fifties holding his hand, and
another closer to Chuck’s age.

There was a couch by the side of the
bed and two small children were sleeping. Judge Judy was dispensing
justice from a TV playing softly in the corner of the
room.

“This is the reporter I told you about
Mrs. Burnett.”

“Hello,” the older woman said. “This
is Susie, my daughter-in-law, and this is my James.”

“How is he
today?”

“Very quiet. Thank
you.”

They left the room. “He had the
procedure yesterday. The family can actually watch and stay with
him until the end. We try to promote a hospice like
atmosphere.”

“I noticed the line. Is he getting
fluids?”

“No. It’s a sedative.”

“Why does he need a sedative? He’s in
a coma, right?”

“That’s a great question, Chuck. It’s
a bit delicate.”

She led him back to her office and
closed the door.

“You recall the Terri Schiavo
case.”

“Of course.”

“Comatose patients, even those with
very little brain activity aren’t exactly asleep. The part of the
brain that makes us aware isn’t working, but their eyes may be
open. They may even be sitting up or moving their limbs. It’s very
disconcerting for the family members, and so…”

“You drug them…”

“We give them mild sedation to make
them as comfortable as possible.”

“How long will he…”

“It varies, depends on the condition.
He probably had two or three weeks left when he underwent the
process. Without hydration, it could be any time.”

“And you’re sure he’s…”

“I saw the brain scan at the end of
the cycle. He’s not aware. He’s not even dreaming
anymore.”

He imagined Raya on his
shoulder like an angel whispering in his ear. “First they reduce the brain to a pudding like consistency
and then they sedate to create a sanitized death tableau for the
family. Good thing they have meds. Otherwise, they’d have to sew
his eyelids shut and strap him down.”

Danielle brought him to an empty
“process” room.

“The patient is sedated first. We use
Versed. You’ve probably had it when you got your wisdom teeth
extracted. Then a small hole is created for the seed, and finally
we inject the cocktail.”

“How long does it take?”

“The process begins almost
immediately. We monitor the brain activity. It’s amazing to watch.
It’s usually over within a half an hour.”

“But you believe it feels much longer
to a patient.”

“Dreams only last a few seconds but
feel much longer. The experience lasts at least 60 times longer
than the average dream. Based on the studies at lower doses, we’re
certain patients believe they’ve had many extra happy and
productive years.”

“But you don’t really
know.”

“I’m going to show you something. You
can’t take any pictures or recordings, but you’re welcome to take
notes and use the information however you wish.”

She brought Chuck to a small room set
up with chairs and a screen.

“We’re ready,” she said to unseen
monitors.

The lights dimmed and a
film began. Six patients from the previous trial recounted their
stories. The captions indicated they were speaking only hours
later. One was in a hospital bed, another trembling, Parkinson
like. Their stories were similar and they all became more
emotional, more alive, as they told them.

“It felt like years. I was a child
again, but my father came back from the war. He didn’t die in Iwo
Jima,” an old man said. “It was great. He was with me when I was at
college and he danced at my wedding and my mother and him grew old
together. It was the way I always wished it could be. And I got to
do everything again, get married, the honeymoon. Seeing my wife
when she was young and then I lived to be an old man, older than I
am now and when my time came I saw both my parents waiting for me.
Now I know they’ll be waiting.”

The lights came back on.

“Did Vera see this?”

“Yes.”

“Hello Charles,” a deep voice called
from the back of the room.

Chuck turned to see a tall gray haired
man who looked to be in his late sixties rising from a chair and
coming toward him.

“I’m Daniel Morrison,” he
said. “I’m sure you have some questions.”

The three of them walked through a
different door leading directly to the reception area outside of
Morrison’s office.

“No phone calls, Alice,”
Morrison told the secretary as they walked past her and into
Morrison's private office.

The office was large. They sat at a
highly polished round table about five-feet in diameter on which
there was a teapot and a coffee pot along with other beverages and
refreshments.

“I was very moved by your
letter to us, Charles. It’s such a pleasure to meet
you.”

After the preliminaries, Chuck asked,
“I understand that Panacium was founded to develop this one
product, Celestian. You’ve had a very diverse career, what gave you
the idea...”

“You know my background,”
he smiled mischievously. “My wild days, I suppose. I had a lot of
experiences with hallucinogens, but even I could see that by the
eighties, drugs were destroying the culture. The crack thing.
Heroin. You know, we have extensive information about your
grandmother, Charles. I know about your uncle. So many lives were
ruined, and yet, in my research I had seen what a powerful tool
hallucinogens could be when used in a way that led to
enlightenment, that truly opened the doors of
consciousness.”

“And you view your work as
opening the doors.”

“Oh yes, certainly. You
know my initial training was in anthropology, and as I’m sure you
know every culture has its rituals and myths about death and
beyond. I began to look specifically at the connections between
those beliefs and psychedelic experiences. I started to experiment
with different combinations of hallucinogens, at first on myself,
then on volunteers. The aim was to produce a near-death out-of-body
experience, to develop a process, a medication that could guarantee
the experience, in order to document it, document how it might vary
from individual to individual, the impact of culture, spiritual
belief systems. We were researching consciousness itself –
searching perhaps for Jung’s universal unconscious. Or perhaps what
Chomsky might term an innate natural grammar of myth. Maybe we were
trying to prove the existence of the soul. We hadn’t thought of the
practical applications. We were, I suppose, trying to build a
ladder to heaven. We began to realize we could use technology to
stimulate the brain, combining the hallucinogenic experience with
virtual reality…”

“But that’s not
what…”

“No, that was a path, but
it imposed too much on the subjects. We didn’t want to create a
reality for them. We wanted them to find their own reality and so
the seed was developed to stimulate the brain, to work in sync with
the medication and the mind, the imagination, the individual
unconscious itself.

“As we refined the formula,
we began to see both the benefits and of course the drawbacks. The
subjects not only experienced the near-death, but actually relived
their lives, had a second chance as it were to change the outcome,
the reality. But there was a catch.”

“Brain damage?”

“Yes. They were like Icarus flying too
close to the sun and burning up. That’s why we realized we had to
limit our subjects to those who were already close to death. It was
the only ethical solution.”

“But initially this was
research to learn about the experiences. Your subjects no longer
wake up, how do you know…”

“One thousand subjects and
not one reported negative experience. In any clinical trial if the
outcome were that positive, the medication would have already been
approved. We don’t have that approval yet, but we felt we needed
to, were morally obligated to, go to the next step. Charles, we may
not have conquered death, but we’ve destroyed the fear of it. It
makes no sense to wake up our patients. Why? So they can suffer?
Feel their bodies and minds fade away again? You saw their stories.
What would be the point?

“Your grandmother, Charles,
what did she want more than anything?”

“I don’t know. Maybe for
her kids’ lives to have turned out better, to go to
school…”

“She probably had that, or
believed she did. Why wake her to tell her she had two months to
live and it was all a dream? I understand your concern. In fact I
share it. As a scientist I’ve devoted my life to exploring
consciousness and I also want to know, but as a doctor, I’m
obligated to relieve suffering, and bringing her back to satisfy
our curiosity would have been cruel. I too want to know what your
grandmother experienced and that’s the next step for us. It’s where
the technology is going. Now we can scan the brain. We can pinpoint
the activity and measure the intensity of the experience, what
centers are being activated – is it visual, aural, olfactory,
gustatory, tactile? But soon, Charles, we’ll be able to translate
the scans into pictures and follow the journey. Soon we’ll
know.”

Chuck found himself hypnotized by the
doctor’s words, his stated desire to relieve suffering, and yet he
was trying to imagine what Raya would say, trying to remember the
questions she wanted him to ask.

“Dr. Morrison, do you believe that
consciousness continues after death?”

Morrison leaned back in his chair. He
placed his palms together with his fingers interlaced and brought
his hands to his chin, arms at forty-five degree angles against his
chest. His mouth was turned up slightly as though he might have
been amused by the question. “I’ve had many strange experiences,
Charles. But objectively, as a scientist, I have no basis for such
a belief.”

“Given that there is no
rational basis for a belief in life after death, and given that as
a physician you’re obliged not to harm patients, how can you
sanction the use of drug you know will destroy the patient’s
mind?”

Any trace of amusement was gone. “To
quote one of the last century’s greatest poets, ‘no one gets out
alive.’ Your grandmother was given three months to live. In
addition to cancer, she was battling a degenerative disease that
was destroying her cognitive and motor abilities. She chose to take
a medication that would enhance the quality of the time she had
left. An unfortunate side effect of that medication was that it
would obliterate consciousness. She could have waited a few weeks
longer I suppose, but she chose not to.”

Chuck found himself siding with the
doctor even as he continued to pursue Raya’s argument.

“So it’s okay to harm the patient if
it prevents further suffering.”

“Young man, are you asking me to
defend assisted-suicide? Because I will tell you emphatically that
is not what is going on in this facility. That is not a debate we
wish to be any part of. This is palliative care given at the end of
life. We do nothing, nothing to hasten a patient’s death. Your
grandmother was treated with the respect and dignity she deserved.
She could have chosen to have family by her side, like the patient
you visited today. For her own reasons, that was not her choice.
She could have chosen to receive nutrients, even to have dialysis
or a breathing tube inserted at the end to keep her alive as long
as possible. Those were not options that appealed to
her.”

Danielle interrupted actually reaching
out and patting his hand. “We’re not courting controversy here,
Chuck. The work is about healing. There’s common ground between
those who oppose assisted suicide for whatever reason and those who
believe in patients’ rights. We chose Oregon because it’s been so
progressive in exploring the common ground we believe comes out of
a belief in dignity at the end of life, and in providing patients
the best possible palliative care. As a physician, I’ve prescribed
morphine to the terminally ill in dosages that would relieve their
pain. I knew those dosages could lead to respiratory failure. So
did my patients. They were willing to risk shortening their lives
by hours or days, in order to lessen their pain, and so was I. This
is no different.”

“So is it about the time
that’s left then?” Chuck continued, “If a patient has three months
to live, then it’s okay to destroy their cognitive function to
prevent suffering, but what about if someone had six months or
simply a disease like Parkinson's where they might live for years,
but with a diminished quality of life?”

Morrison stared at him. “You want to
talk to us about the ethical implications of our work. I see. You
used your grandmother to get your foot in the door, but there’s
some other agenda…”

“I didn’t mean to misrepresent myself.
I want to write as complete a story as possible. These are
questions readers will have. They’ll be thinking about the ethical
implications, how this will change our society, our very view of
life and death. As an anthropologist you must be aware of the
impact this could have, the cultural shift.”

“Of course I am. And I’m not blind to
the ethical implications. We debate these issues all the time. We
are adding spiritual, religious leaders to our board and consulting
with a bioethicist. We understand we must move very slowly,
must…”

“Move where? Where do you see this
going?”

Danielle answered before her father
could. “Right now, Chuck our goal is to get FDA approval for the
process, in order to care for terminally ill patients. We have no
interest in using the procedure on anyone who has longer than three
months to live.”

“But what if someone came to you who
had a degenerative condition, Lou Gehrig’s disease, maybe, someone
terrified of what was coming, fully cognizant, not clinically
depressed or mentally ill, but wanting to end his life before he
deteriorated physically and wanting to experience …”

“Someone in that condition, who could
live for years, would not even be eligible for assisted suicide
under Oregon law,” Danielle replied. “Legally, there’s nothing we
could do for him and we’re not trying to change the law. That’s up
to legislators and voters. You’re acting as though we had some plan
to offer this to anyone. We don’t.”

“What if you could? What if it were
legal?”

Dr. Morrison answered, “We’d look at
it then. We’d ask the questions then. Who knows what advances we
may in the process by that time, or treatments for those very
diseases?”

“Fair enough. What do you see then as
the immediate future assuming you get FDA approval?”

“FDA approval would allow us to bring
the process to more people, to make it available to patients as a
standard part of end of life care,” Dr. Morrison said.

“For those who choose it,” added
Danielle.




***

 



Chapter 12

 


Back at his hotel, Chuck checked for
messages from Raya, but there were none and nothing on his cell. He
left a “hello” on her voice mail, grabbed his laptop and started to
work. He had the tour and the conversation with Danielle and
Morrison on audio. He was listening while writing notes, still
trying to shape the story in his head. Danielle found a family who
were willing to speak to him and allow him to follow them through
the process. He was going to meet them the next day. Initially, he
imagined focusing on the assisted suicide connection, the ethical
issues around end of life decisions, and tying it in with the
concerns he and Raya discussed. He’d been planning to talk with
some of the legislators and local activists involved in that, but
now it seemed like the story could best be told as a human-interest
piece, focusing on the families and individuals, their reasons for
choosing the trip.

Raya, he knew, would not approve. He
loved her, but she could hardly be objective about this. What if
they weren’t hiding anything? The Death Trip was nothing more than
morphine for the new century – a sweet, long kiss
goodnight.

He closed his eyes and saw
Raya’s face. He was wondering what it would be like to
actually see her.
Could he handle it? And then what? Could he touch her? What would
they be able to do together? How would they do it?

He fell asleep and woke up when the
room phone rang. “Hi, it’s Danielle. Am I bothering
you?”

“No, not at all.” He looked
at the clock. Almost seven.

“Have you had dinner yet?”

“No.”

“I was on my way home, and
I thought maybe we could grab something if you don’t have
plans.”

“Yeah, I guess. That would
be nice. Sure.”

“I’m downstairs at the
hotel bar. Take your time.”

She was sitting on a stool drinking a
red wine and though there weren't many people around, all of them
were looking at her. Her hair was loose and she was wearing a
short, low cut black dress. Her glasses rested on the top of her
head, and on her even that looked like some chic fashion
choice.

“I thought you just came
from work,” he said, his eyes indicating her dress.

She looked down and smiled. The light
seemed to bounce off her white teeth. “I’m usually there so late. I
keep extra clothes at the office. Sometimes I don’t get home for
days.”

For a woman who lived in such a
notoriously overcast city and spent so much time indoors, it was
strange that her skin lacked any pallor. There was nothing
unnatural about it. She didn’t look like she was wearing too much
make up or spending time under a sunlamp. It reminded him of
celebrities he’d seen on the streets in New York. They just seemed
to be lit up from within.

He ordered a beer and they talked for
a few minutes about nothing in particular.

“Are you hungry?” she
asked.

“I could eat.”

She touched his arm, and he suddenly
felt that same urge to take her in his arms as when he first saw
her emerge from the elevator.

“There’s a place a couple of blocks
from here. It’s vegan. I hope you don’t mind, but the food is
great.”

“I don’t mind at all,” he
said.

He felt his phone vibrate in his
pocket, wondered if it might be Raya, but didn’t check.

At the restaurant they decided to
split a bottle of red and she recommended the pesto eggplant
parmesan with almondrella cheese.

Chuck asked, “Could I ask you
something?”

She smiled. "As long as it’s not about
work.”

“Well, sort of is. How do you deal
with the animals?”

She took a breath in. "Tough one. I
just have to put it in another place. I believe in what we’re
doing. It’s for the greater good. I don’t think we’re doing
anything frivolous. We try to be humane. We have a lot of rules
about their care.”

They had the usual first date
conversation, talking about music, books, where they went to
school, touch of politics but nothing about the
interview.

“So I bet you always knew you’d be a
doctor, your dad and all.”

She blushed slightly. “I did when I
was very little. But then when I was in college I rebelled. Majored
in marketing before I went pre-med.”

“What got you back on the doctor
track?” Chuck asked.

As she chewed her side of whole grain
pasta, he was watching her mouth move imagining those plump lips
pressed against his…

“Summer program. Before my junior
year. Building latrines and a school in Agra. You know, where the
Taj Mahal is? I’d never seen poverty like that. Misery. And the
people so stoic, just hoping for a better chance in another life.
It made me want to do something.”

“And now you are.”

“I hope so. I think I’m making a
contribution.”

He’d been out with really attractive
women before, but couldn’t recall if he’d ever been with anyone who
looked so much like she could have stepped off the cover of a
magazine. He found himself ordering a second bottle of wine before
he even realized they’d polished off the first.

When she went to use the ladies’ and
he had a moment to think, he recalled the last time he’d had sex,
other than phone sex with Raya. It was about a week before with his
friend Sana. They’d see each other when they weren’t involved too
heavily with anyone else. Sometimes he wouldn’t hear from her for
months, and than she’d call him in the middle of the
night.

“Chuck, I need you NOW,”
she’d say, or something like it. And it would start again until
she’d announce, “I’ve been seeing this guy and…”

She was cute in a sexy librarian way –
some hot mix of West Indian, British and Latina, an aspiring DJ
with a vaguely British accent who taught eighth grade social
studies at a middle school where he subbed.

Once when she was complaining how
difficult it was to meet a nice guy, he’d said, “I’m a nice guy.
Have you ever thought about the two of us, I mean actually
dating?”

They both wound up laughing. They had
common interests and the sex was great, but they knew they could
leave each other in a second for what she referred to as “the real
thing.”

That last time he hadn’t felt he was
cheating on Raya. It was clear in his mind Sana had nothing to do
with Raya. It wasn’t something he’d share with her, but he wasn’t
betraying anyone. As he watched Danielle walk back to the table, he
knew this was different. He wanted Danielle in a way that
overwhelmed and out ruled anything else. And he knew she wanted
him. There’d been more pats on the arm from her, and each one like
an electric jolt.

They finished the meal. He helped her
out of her chair and they found themselves close, face to face. She
reached for him and they kissed.

“Let’s go,” he said. He
didn’t have to say where.

Once in his room, they pulled off each
other’s clothes quickly, somehow managing to smoke a spliff as they
found their way to the bed. The alcohol and pot were hitting him,
but not so hard as to disrupt other functions. She was incredible.
Long-legged and curvy. Toned and strong. He closed his eyes as he
touched her hair and suddenly it was Raya’s face he imagined in
front of him.

The first time was too quick, and then
they rested. He was spooning her, kissing the back of her
neck.

“Who’s Ray?” she
asked.

“Huh?”

“You said ‘Ray, Ray’ when you were
coming.”

“No honey, I was saying
rah-rah, like go team go.”

She hit him with a pillow, but she was
smiling. “I want more.” She said. She got on top and mounted him
moving slowly as he kept his hands on her perfect ass. Raya was
still in his brain. In the seconds before he came, while his body
was doing one thing, his mind was somewhere else, knowing it would
never be like this with her.

“You’re crying,” she
said.

“Sorry. Sometimes I laugh.
Sometimes I cry.”

She sprung out of bed. “Now I’m up,”
she said. “Let me show you beautiful Portland.”

They went out. They took her car,
which she’d left in the hotel lot. She drove to a place with a
local band. Some indie shit and a crowd of mostly college kids.
There was a decent beat and they danced. She went to use the ladies
at some point and he got on the shorter line for the gents. Two
frat boys ahead of him talking in some wannabe street
slang.

“Katy is fucked up, son.”

“What’d she do, E?”

“No man, she did
the little.”

“The pee em, man? Where’d you get that
shit?”

“I got my ways.”

“You try it?”

“Yeah. It’s like
shrooms times
ten.”

The reference to Ecstasy
and psilocybin, he got, but what the hell was the little and pee em? He felt suddenly old and out
of touch.

They stayed at the club a while
longer. They both knew the idea was to stay out long enough to give
their bodies a rest until they could go back to the room and fuck
some more.

 


***


Chapter 13

 


The alarm went off at
eleven the next morning waking Chuck from a sound sleep. His arm
went out instinctively to touch Danielle, but then he realized she
was gone. He remembered her going in to take a shower at about six,
saying she wanted to go to the gym before work. He’d fallen asleep
while she was in the bathroom. She must have set the clock for him
– also left the do not disturb sign out for the maid. She knew he
was meeting the Bickford’s, the family she’d set him up to
interview, at one. Efficient
girl.

He made himself the courtesy coffee
and grabbed a granola bar from the mini-fridge. His phone was next
to his pants. There was a message from Raya. He called her back,
but it went to voicemail.

He jumped in the shower, dressed, and
made his way down to the diner next door to the hotel, grabbing
some local papers on the way. He was checking out the city’s alt
weekly when he ran across a small headline:

New Party Drug Linked to
Suspicious Deaths. It looked like three
people, two teenagers, and one woman in her twenties died over a
four-month period. Ecstasy was suspected at first, but only one had
MDMA in her system and only trace amounts according to the coroner.
The substance that killed them was unknown, but thought to be a new
designer drug called the little
or pm. The police weren’t sure if the drug actually existed or
whether it was simply “bad” or fake Ecstasy, or some form of
methamphetamine.

Chuck thought back to the
snippet of conversation from in front of the men’s room. Maybe a
story in that? Wouldn’t be so bad to stay around Portland for a few
more days. He hadn’t been in lust like this for years. But that got
him thinking. He was supposed to fly out to Boston and see Raya.
Where the hell was that
heading? And wasn’t she supposed to get in touch
with him about that lawyer friend of hers who had
information?

When he returned to Panacium, Danielle
greeted him professionally and introduced him to Estelle Bickford
and her daughter and grandchildren. Estelle and daughter were
white. Daughters’ children – a boy of about ten, and his slightly
older, soon to be a heartbreaker sister were an adorable caramel.
The daughter introduced herself as Denise Miller. Her husband, she
explained, couldn’t make the trip with them. He hadn’t asked yet
what they did, but there was something salt of the earth, working
class about them. He wondered whether his background influenced
Danielle’s selection of them as interview subjects.

They all seemed strangely happy,
excited about the whole thing, like they’d won a trip to
Disneyland, especially Estelle.

“I can’t hardly believe it. I’m going
in tomorrow afternoon. You know when the doctor told me the cancer
came back and spread, I thought well that’s it. But now! Knowing I
can go out happy and with my family. I may never get to see Paris,
but they told me if that’s what I really want that’s what it would
be like. Isn’t that something? Who would have thought I’d live to
see this?”

Their only regret was that Paul,
Estelle’s husband, couldn’t be by her side. “He’s in one of them
assisted living places,” Estelle said.

“Alzheimer’s,” put in Denise. "He
doesn’t know what’s going on. I wish they could take him too, but
he’s not terminal.”

Chuck spent a good part of the day
with them. Sat in on Danielle’s interview with Estelle and watched
as she and her family saw the film.

“This is so incredible,”
said Denise tears running down her cheeks.

Danielle had another
appointment and left him with the family. He spent some time
getting their story, and then they left to get ready for dinner.
The family was going out to Applebees for a “last night”
celebration. They asked him to respect their privacy and give them
that time. They knew that he was going to be there with them the
next day for the process.

He stopped by Danielle’s office before
he left to find out if she had any plans for the evening, but the
receptionist said she was at a meeting and wouldn’t be back anytime
soon.

 


***

 



Chapter 14

 


The hotel was only a few blocks from
Panacium. The day was sunny, and he was walking along the
Willamette, thinking about the feel of Danielle's luscious body
against his, when he felt the phone in his pants pocket. It was
Raya.

“Hello sweetie.”

“Cross the
street.”

“Huh?”

“Cross the street. We think you’re
being followed.”

“Where are you?”

“Never mind that. Just go.
Now.”

He followed the directions she
continued to give him. Soon he was aware of two people behind him,
big beefy white guys.

“They’re ok. They’re ours,” Raya told
him.

They led him into the back of a yellow
Ryder Van and tied a scarf over his eyes. “It’s ok,” Raya said. “I
need to hang up now and my friend is going to turn off your
phone.”

They tied his hands behind his
back.

“It’s so you can’t loosen the
blindfold,” one told him.

He wasn’t sure how long they drove,
maybe twenty, thirty minutes. They led him out of the van and
through a door. Someone pushed the top of his head and told him to
sit. The ropes came off his hands and they untied the scarf. He was
on a couch in what looked like a shabby living room. There were
heavy curtains on the windows blocking all natural light. Raya was
across from him in her wheelchair. She looked even tinier and more
frail than he imagined. Next to her a man was sitting on an old
lazy boy. The man jumped down from the chair, stood up and shook
his hand. He was maybe four and a half feet tall with the elongated
head and short extremities of a dwarf. The beefy guys who brought
him were nowhere in sight.

“I’m Ed,” the little man
said.

“This is the lawyer I was telling you
about,” said Raya.

“Why the intrigue,
Trinity?” Chuck said,
rubbing and shaking out his wrists.

“It’s worse than I thought,” she
answered. “Tell him Ed.”

 


***

 



Chapter 15

 


“The firm starting doing
business out here about ten years ago. There was a state rep,
Katrina Martin. She was a proponent of a right to die bill, and she
wanted some legal research about drafting it. Her proposal wasn’t
the one that passed, the Death with Dignity. Hers sort of fizzled,
but David and I spent a lot of time here, made some
contacts.

“We have a kind of libertarian bent,
but to the left, and David and Katrina really hit it off. She
introduced him to some friends who were involved in trying to move
legislation for certain farming interests in the southern part of
the state and California.”

“Pot growers,” Raya put in.

“We were looking at strategies to ease
legal restrictions on medical marijuana, industrial hemp
production, whatever would begin to end the prohibition.

“It wasn’t a lot of business meetings
in boardrooms or offices. We’d come out and meet people. Dinners,
small parties. We were out here a lot meeting growers, activists,
sympathetic politicians. I’m a CPA as well as a lawyer. I was
around to figure the IRS piece, avoiding RICO seizures, that kind
of thing.’

“At some point there’s talk about
Ibogaine and importing plants to work on producing that here. Maybe
even doing an approved study. Raya tells me you once wrote an
article on that. We did some research on the implications. It
didn’t go anywhere. Then, aroundthree years ago, Daniel Morrison
becomes part of the scene and he starts Panacium, brings in some
pharmaceutical guys. We did work on the incorporation, and sometime
after, I’m at a party and Katrina introduces me to Maxwell Thomas
Taylor.”

“The Maxwell Thomas Taylor?”

“It wasn’t the first time we met. I
was,” he paused for a moment searching for a word and smiling at
Raya, “part of her entourage when she debated him.”

“Head of the cheering section, and
tech support,” Raya put in.

“He remembered.” Ed looked
over at her, “He asked me how you were doing.”

“Sweet.”

“He was working with Morrison. Some
kind of consulting. He may have been window dressing – a
bioethicist. Lots of hospitals and companies use them.”

“They don’t usually pick people that
have been called Nazis by the Wiesenthal Center,” Chuck
said.

“They weren’t a public company. Every
thing was pretty hush-hush. I knew they were planning to market a
product that had some kind of hallucinogenic properties, and to
find a legitimate medical use, but I didn’t know details. I
remember Taylor made a comment about how good it was that we were
working together on this, and talked about the debate with Raya,
and how we could all be on the same side on this one. I didn’t know
what he was talking about.”

“Tell him why Panacium was started,”
Raya put in.

“You know about Celestian,
right?”

“Only what’s out there
publicly.”

“Okay, here’s what’s
not out there publicly.
Normally, to get approval to test something, the FDA has to know
what it is. A pharma may have the proprietary patent on a product
until the patent expires and it goes generic, but the chemical
composition has to be public. Doctors have to understand what
they’re writing. Pharmacists have to know. There’s no other way to
monitor interactions and allergies. Well somehow, Morrison puts
together some big pharma guys and their lobbyists, federal
lobbyists, David was just on the periphery of this, and these guys
get some bill in that allows them an exception. It’s based on the
idea that the FDA monitor would be working with them on a need to
know basis and they’d put out the active ingredients but no
information on how it was put together. The rationale was that it
was only being prescribed for one time use for terminal patients
and as long at the prescribing doctors knew the reactions and the
protocols, nobody else needed to. They floated the idea that other
companies would start mixing up their own batches and that given
the abuse potential of the drug, there was too much danger some of
the medication might wind up on the streets. You’d have another
crack epidemic on your hands. It could be bigger than
cocaine.”

“Then why approve it at all? Even for
trial. It doesn’t cure anything.”

Ed rubbed his thumb against his
fingers. “Money talks. There was lots of money. Panacium has big
plans.”

“Like?”

“They’re secretive, but they probably
brought you in now to put it out, so they can take the company
public and raise the stock price.”

“I don’t get it.”

“They’re waiting for FDA approval.
Once they get it, they’re hoping Celestian becomes the standard of
care for the terminally ill. Everyone who wants to will be able to
take the Death Trip.”

“Okay. They told me that. It's not a
secret.”

“That means it’s Medicaid and Medicare
approved, also covered by private plans.”

“Wanting your drug to be accessible
doesn’t seem evil,” Chuck said.

“They want a lot more than
that,” she said.

“Panacium isn’t just going to be a one
drug pharmaceutical company,” Ed continued. “They’re buying
buildings and land. They’re planning to open continuum homes for
seniors that will go from independent living to assisted living to
nursing homes and once people reach the last stages…”

“They’ll be ready for the Death
Trip.”

“Exactly. They want to build the
market. And it’s not just the seniors although you better believe
they’re studying that demographic. They want to be the number one
hospice provider internationally.”

“All right. I’m going to believe that
everything you’re telling me is true and documented. So what? We
live in a free-market country. These guys want to make a buck. So
do I. They have a product to sell. I talked to Morrison yesterday
and I know he’s sincere. He truly believes this will raise human
consciousness and make the world a better place…”

“Sincere? What the fuck,
Chuck?” Raya said, trying to push her little twisted body up in her
chair. “Bush was sincere. Mengele
was sincere.”

“They’re not trying to push anything
on anyone. Nobody wants to die and everyone is going to. They just
want to make dying a little easier.”

“No,” Raya said. “They want to sell
death and make it look like something you can’t live
without.”

“This is crazy. How the hell would
they do that?”

Ed answered. “The American way.
Marketing and branding.” He paused. Sipped some water and went on.
“Most of the ingredients in Celestian can’t be created in a lab.
You need the plant derivatives. You can synthesize and purify from
there. They’re already making deals with farmers and governments in
South America, but they’re also looking at hydroponic technology
and the existing marijuana farms in the states. It doesn’t make
sense to just market a drug that people are going to use once in a
lifetime. They need repeat customers.”

“You can’t take Celestian as a
recreational drug, the brain damage…”

“Has that ever stopped people?” Raya
asked. “Look at PCP. Look at crack.”

“They’re not pushing
Celestian as a recreational drug,” Ed went on. “They’re developing
milder forms with ayahuasca and other botanicals. They want to
create the next Ecstasy, the next meth -- only this time it'll be natural, 'organic' like herb.
They want people to spend money on it while they’re healthy, and be
ready to take the Death Trip when it's time to die.”

“How are they distributing
it?”

“The usual ways. Giving out free
samples at parties and clubs. Creating a buzz. twitter,
facebook.”

Chuck was beginning to get a feeling
there might be something to this. “What’s it called?”

Raya chimed in. “It’s
called the petit mort – pm for
short – the little
death.”

“Is it addictive?”

“I don’t know. It could be. They’re
still working on it.”

“And you better believe if it is,”
Raya put in, “they’ll be the same bunch running the
rehabs.

“It’s all planned out. The government
types love it because down the road it saves money when the long
term cases take the death trip, and managed care makes a one-time
payment. The farmers and suppliers get their cut, and the pharma
companies and doctors…”

“So what you’re telling me,” Chuck
said, “Is that a consortium of politicians, marijuana farmers,
philosophers, lobbyists, pharmaceutical execs, medical
anthropologists and so on, have all banded together to create a
multibillion dollar illicit drug trade that will also operate
hospices and old age homes?”

Ed looked at him and nodded his head.
“Yeah, that sounds about right.”

“And you have proof?”

“We don’t have a smoking gun,” Raya
said. “Ed has some names on a USB. We’re hoping you might be able
to get us more evidence.”

“Me? How?”

Raya took a deep breath. “Maybe
Danielle will let something slip, in between the
sheets.”

Chuck opened his mouth. He couldn’t
think of anything to say.

“My romantic life isn’t my biggest
concern at the moment. I didn’t expect us to survive your actually
seeing me. You’re not what I need, Chuck.”

“Awwkwaard,” whispered Ed.

Raya looked at Ed. Chuck caught
something in that look, but he wasn’t sure what it was.

“How did you know?”

“I’ve got friends.”

“But you thought I was being followed.
If they know that I know you…”

“I'm sure they do. She was in your
room last night. Did you fall asleep?”

“Yes.”

“She probably got to your
emails.”

“Bet she copied his whole hard drive,”
Ed put in.

“But you’re our last best hope,” Raya
said.

 


***

 



Chapter 16

 


Raya and Ed stayed behind in the “safe
house,” while their associates blindfolded Chuck and drove him
back, dumping him a few blocks from the hotel. Not knowing Portland
too well it took him almost an hour to find his way to the river
and navigate back. It was still only six-thirty.

He wasn’t sure if Raya and Ed were out
of their minds, so he began to review their evidence. First, there
wasn’t necessarily anything nefarious about Taylor’s involvement
with Panacium. Taylor, after all was one of the most influential
philosopher alive, and while Panacium was staying away from the
right to die, clearly they believed in a patient’s right to choose
treatment that wouldn't prolong life.

Second, even if they were planning to
open a chain of hospices or nursing homes, what was wrong with
that? Danielle was a doctor and she cared about alleviating
suffering. She was a vegan for God’s sakes!

What evidence did Ed have
that they were involved in distributing the little? And who were “they”? Was
Morrison himself involved? His daughter? Their suppliers could have
gotten greedy and put out the drugs on their own. It could have
been some low level researcher. Why did it have to be a vast
conspiracy? And that crack about Danielle copying his hard drive?
Like she couldn’t have just been attracted to him? Needed to get
laid?

The fact was he was the one who
approached Panacium, and they were open with him. Morrison was
right to call him out on having an agenda. Raya was already
inclined to view them as evil, and who knew what might be
motivating Ed. It looked like Ed liked Raya – a lot. Could he be
egging her on to get into her pants? What was up with that look
between them? He wondered if they might have been friends with
benefits and then he caught his own jealousy. He was the one who
fucked up, but it’s not like they ever discussed exclusivity or
anything like that. They'd never even met in person before. He
couldn’t believe how easily she dismissed him. She had more
important things to do like oh save the world. And how was it that
Raya who last week was allegedly in love with him now wanted him to
fuck Danielle in order to find “the smoking gun” at
Panacium?

As angry as he was with Raya, he knew
he was angrier at himself, though he wasn’t sure why he should be.
She’d arranged his kidnapping. That couldn’t be good for a
relationship.

He thought back on his flirtation with
Virtualgrrl. He was hooked before he’d even heard her voice let
alone seen her. What was it about her? Could wit and humor be as
superficial a draw as looks? Maybe when they were all you had to go
on, they could. Then she was Ray, and there was a voice, not
overtly sexy, but girlish and light. He had created a face based on
the little she told him – a beautiful brunette with green eyes and
killer cheekbones. And finally she was Raya, and he saw the
picture, and he still loved her. She hadn't lied, just left some
things out. He couldn’t quite believe that a woman of substance was
falling for him. He had tried to prepare himself for seeing her in
person, told himself whatever the physical limitations, they’d
figure it out. And maybe it would have worked if they’d done it
normally instead of his being thrown in a room blindfolded with his
hands tied behind his back.

Even if she forgave him for Danielle –
not that there was anything to forgive, and he could get over the
kidnapping, where were they going? He couldn’t imagine going
forward or even going back to what they’d had. Maybe he’d get a
quote for his article. They’d email each other a joke once in a
while, follow each other, facebook friends.

He thought about something Sana said
to him when he was comforting her after a breakup. “It always feels
so real when it starts, and it always ends up being such
bullshit.”

There was a knock on the
door.

“Yes?”

“It’s me.” Danielle’s
voice.

She was wearing faded jeans that set
off her blue eyes and a short-sleeve lavender top. Her taut stomach
peaked out between the bottom of the shirt and the top of the
pants. She sported a small gold belly button ring he hadn't seen
before. She was holding a cardboard Starbucks coffee tray with two
cups.

“I know we didn’t have
plans. I thought I’d surprise you. I’m not good at spontaneity.
Dumb idea.”

He kissed her forehead and looked at
the cups.

“Right side for you,” she
said. “Black like you took it at Daddy’s office, right? Soy latte
for me.”

He took the coffee holder out of her
hand and put it down with both cups still inside. “I don’t need
coffee to keep me up.”

 


***

 



Chapter 17

 


Two hours later he was spooning her,
both naked drenched in sweat despite the AC.

“I think I want to have
your babies,” she said.

“I just want to have
you.”

“I just want to have
dinner.”

“Me too. Room
service?

They laughed about the lack of vegan
options on the menu, wound up calling for take out from a place she
knew and watched some stupid movie on HBO. He couldn’t take his
eyes off her body. They made love a couple more times and he fell
asleep. Again she was gone in the morning, though he knew he’d see
her later that day. He was going to watch Mrs. Bickford’s
procedure.

He checked his messages and called
Raya back.

“Did you find out
anything?”

“No.”

“But you were with her.”

“You seem to already know
that.”

“We didn’t get to really talk
yesterday.”

“We didn’t.”

“For Christ sakes Chuck, you’re the
one who fucked her.”

“You’re the one with the fake online
identity.”

“There was nothing fake. I never lied
to you. Tell me one lie.”

“You never lied to me. I feel like a
shit, Raya.”

“I’m sorry if I can’t let you off the
hook. I know I should. I didn’t expect that we’d ever really see
each other. It was enough for me what we had, the
phone.”

“I wish it had been enough for me.
You’re so…”

“Oh please don’t say noble, please
don’t say brave, Chuck.”

“Strong, beautiful, much too good for
me.”

“I know you don’t buy it, but I’ll
send you Ed’s info. You can use it or not. We’ll work out our own
dissemination."

“Ok.”

“I just... I don’t want to sound like
a jealous crazy woman, but I’ve got to speak from my
gut.”

“Shoot.”

“Don’t trust her, Chuck. Screw her if
you want. Just don’t trust her.”

 


***

 



Chapter 18

 


Estelle and her family seemed a little
more somber that afternoon. They were all together in the room and
everyone except Estelle was wearing what Danielle had referred to
as “bunny suits,” – full surgical scrubs. Denise held her mother’s
hand, and Estelle squeezed a little bit and said “Oooh,” when
Danielle gave her the Versed.

“I don’t think they gave me enough.
I’m still wide awake.”

Danielle looked at Denise, and Chuck
caught her winking. A few seconds later Estelle was out. Danielle
put on goggles and asked everyone to back away. The nurse assisted
her as she placed some kind of band on Estelle’s forehead. There
was a slot in the center of the band into which she inserted a
metal tube. The tube was attached to a machine. “This is the
laser,” Danielle explained. After about thirty seconds the
apparatus was removed. There was a visible hole in the middle of
Estelle’s forehead. Danielle took an instrument and began to poke
around in the hole. She then inserted a syringe and plunged the
implant into Estelle’s brain. Next she took a needle already filled
with the cocktail and shot it into the patient’s rump.

They watched the monitor, which began
to fill with pulsing and color.

“The red is her visual center. She
must be seeing something very beautiful. Blue is
movement.”

"She could be walking in a field," her
daughter said.

"Grandma loves the country," said her
grandson.

Chuck's eyes were on Danielle. He was
aware that whatever he was feeling, it wasn’t love. He’d felt so
close to her only a few hours ago, and he wanted her again, but
there was something missing, something wrong.

She’s not for you,
Chuck. He heard Vera’s voice behind him, or
almost heard her, Vera who had been “treated” in this very
room.

He knew he’d never get back what he
had with Raya, but he knew also he would never get over it. She
would be the one he’d compare all the rest to.

Estelle’s trip lasted
twenty-seven minutes. The light show ended and the monitor reverted
to a slow, steady line with just enough bumps to show life. They
took off their bunny suits, which went into a bio waste bin.
Estelle was moved to a hospice room. Chuck realized it was the same
room that housed the patient he saw the day before. And he suddenly
heard Raya’s voice in his head. “Get 'em
out, get 'em in.”

Denise thanked Danielle. Denise
planned to stay with her mother until the end. Chuck and Danielle
left the family alone.

“I have to wash up, but if you’re not
busy tonight…” Danielle said.

"Oh course," he said and
smiled.

That evening, she seemed tired or
maybe he was, or maybe whatever it was between them was running its
course. There were a couple of awkward silences in the restaurant,
but they still went back to his room and made love. It was slower
that time, but just as intense. They knew each better by then,
their bodies. He still thought of Raya, but found him more aware of
Danielle, and it was her name he called out loud.

He was planning to spend
some time with Estelle’s family the next morning and then had
another meeting set up at noon with Morrison and Danielle. He was
going to bring up the petit
mort, confront them with Raya’s suspicions
although he couldn't imagine they were connected to it. He was
supposed to fly home after that, not home actually, Boston. He
wondered if he might be able to change it.

Danielle and he hadn’t talked about
plans – seeing each other again. He'd had a feeling she was waiting
for him to bring it up.

He was awake when she left the next
morning. He watched her dress in the dim morning light. The perfect
body he might not ever see again, and still couldn't figure out
whether or not he'd miss.

She peaked out the curtain. “Cloudy,”
she said. “I guess you brought the good weather and you’re taking
it with you.”

She kissed him lightly on the face and
was gone.

He arrived at Panacium a couple of
hours later and went into Estelle’s room. The place was filled with
flowers and Denise was by her mother’s side talking on a cell. She
waved him in.

A Chuck Berry song was playing from a
laptop that Amy, the granddaughter was controlling. “It’s all the
songs from back in her day,” she told him.

“She’s been downloading this stuff for
two weeks, getting ready,” Denise said proudly. “She just loves her
grandma!” and then aside to Chuck, “My husband and I really wanted
the kids to be a part of this. He wanted to be here too but he
couldn’t get away from work, and I needed him to check in on my
dad.”

He left them at noon. He had Denise’s
phone number and was going to check in with her. She’d signed
releases for her and the kids and he was definitely going to
include their story in the article.

He was in a strangely
peaceful mood as he walked toward Dr. Morrison’s office. He
remembered something Vera said in her last email about being with
someone when they died and how meaningful it could be. He didn’t
really know Estelle, and she wasn’t dead yet, but maybe something
about seeing her, being with that family, was helping him feel the
story's hook come together in his mind. He understood how Danielle
could find the work fulfilling and not depressing. The article was
about death, but it could be humorous too, without being cynical,
well not too cynical. The Monty Python lyric from The Life of Brian came into his head,
“always look on the bright side of
death." Might not be a bad
title.
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Chapter 19

 


Chuck said “hello” to Alice, Dr.
Morrison’s secretary, and strolled into his office.

Morrison was sitting behind his desk,
a glum look on his face. Danielle was sitting across from him
looking down at her hands.

Morrison indicated the empty chair
next to his daughter and Chuck sat down. The doctor sat back and
interlaced his fingers as he did the day before, placing his palms
together by his chin with the elbows spread out.

“Did you really think a
nobody like you was going to sell an article to American Weekly?”

“It was on spec. I didn’t
misrepresent…”

“Not too bright, is he
Danny?” The old man said to his daughter. Then he continued looking
at Chuck, "I have connections, son, in places you can't even
imagine. The reason why American
Weekly will buy your story is because after
you contacted us, we vetted you and decided to give you this
assignment, and then we made some phone calls on your
behalf.”

For a second he wasn't sure how to
respond. “Thank you.”

“Well, you deserve to know the truth.
The whole truth about a lot of things. Your girlfriend for one. And
no I don’t mean my daughter although I’m sure she had a very good
time with you. Was it good for you, Danny?”

Danielle nodded her head. She wasn’t
smiling or laughing. There was no meanness or irony in
it.

“I meant the crip, that awful little
pain in the ass Ms. Raya Soleil who by the way is currently in room
813 of this very facility.

“Oh no, don’t get up. The guards
outside this door are quite large and unlike the ones downstairs
carry weapons. Ms. Soleil took an unfortunate overdose last night
of a street drug called the little. She’s not dead, but it’s
unlikely she’ll wake from her coma.”

“You son of a …”

“Not me, Charles," Morrison said
firmly, wagging his finger like Bill Clinton did when he insisted
he hadn't had sex with that woman. "It was the work of that
paranoid little elf. You know they used to be lovers. Apparently,
he never got over it. Slipped it into tea for both of them. Left a
note, rambling, psychotic, claiming Panacium was behind a vast
conspiracy to distribute illegal hallucinogens and that their
deaths would be the best way to get out the news. He’s dead by the
way. And all this just as the clinical trials are ending and we’re
about to go public.

“But you see his little plan to martyr
himself and ruin us won’t work. The drugs that have been sold on
the street can’t be traced back to us in any way, shape or form. In
fact, the incident just publicizes the existence of the street
drugs and makes them all the more dangerous and therefore
attractive, so whoever is selling them will get a windfall and
Panacium won’t be harmed."

“Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why did you kill them?”

“I’m telling you that we didn’t. But
hypothetically and off the record, she was an awful nuisance, not
to mention the fact that I happen to agree with my good friend Max
Taylor that monstrosities would be better off being put to sleep as
infants before they develop consciousness.

“Besides, I already told you she’s not
dead. Despite her extremely delicate condition she managed to
survive and was brought to a local hospital. They consulted with us
because of our expertise. I called her sister, her designated
health care proxy, and explained that we were the best facility if
not the only one equipped to deal with an overdose of ayahuasca and
whatever else is in that dreadful drug, and she agreed to the
transfer.

“You can see her if you
like.”

“What do you want?”

“We want a good story. Without any of
the nonsense she was throwing at you. Something human interesty,
about your grandmamma and the cute family you spent time with
today.”

“But I was going to give you that. I
didn’t believe her. You didn't have to... I wasn’t going
to…”

“I told you, Daddy.”

“Shut up, Danielle,” Morrison said
without turning his gaze from Chuck. “We really weren’t worried
about you. You’re not exactly Carl Bernstein. She, however, had an
organization behind her. She was the queen of the freaks. I just
thought you might have some funny ideas about what happened to her,
so I wanted a chance to set the record straight.

“You’re how old now,
Charles?”

“What?”

“What? What?” He began to speak loudly
and with exaggerated slowness. “How… old… are… you…?”

“Twenty-eight.”

“Almost thirty, and this article is
going to be your big break isn’t it? Did you know that I had my PhD
and had completed medical school by the time I was
twenty-nine?

“Danielle, dear, how old were you when
you graduated Yale?”

“Nineteen.”

“Medical school?”

“Twenty-three.”

“So, back to you, Charles. Looks like
you have a choice. You can write a positive article about all the
good we’re doing for humanity and how the Death Trip is the best
thing since the Internet and then go on to at least a mediocre
career, or you can write some delusional blather and post it on
Indy-media dot com with the other psychos. I’m not going to harm
you. You’re not worth it.

“Hell, I’ll even give you a job in our
corporate communications department if you’d like.”

Danielle, who had been looking at her
chest, suddenly raised her head.

“See my daughter kind of enjoys having
your big black pinga thrust inside her, don’t you
sweetie?”

“I want to know why,” Chuck said. “I
mean all of it. What is this really about? Danielle, you’re a
doctor. I saw you with those people. You care about them. You’re
not like him. How could you?”

“I know this must be so hard for you
to understand,” she said softly. “I wasn’t lying to you and neither
was my father. When he talked to you the other day about raising
humanity’s consciousness, alleviating suffering and the fear of
death, those weren’t lies. That’s what we’re doing. It’s the most
important work there is. It’s for the greater good.”

“But what is that work – selling
drugs, opening up hospices? Where does it end up? Is this about
making money?”

“Oh no. It’s much more than that. The
world is so miserable. There’s so much pain. It’s like when
Professor Taylor writes about the animals on factory farms. They
live in boxes, horrible overcrowded conditions, and everything good
and natural is bred out of them. That’s what most of the people on
the planet have become. Workers, consumers, producing nothing of
value, living meaningless lives. Living on a diet of chemicals and
shit and other farm animals. Three quarters of them in conditions
so awful you can't even imagine, most of them starving, killing
each other, killing the planet. There’s so much pointless misery.
And we have the power to end it.”

“My daughter the idealist.”

“Communism doesn’t work. Fascism
doesn’t. No political or economic solution is ever going to solve
the problem,” she went on. “There’s too many of us. Viruses –
that's nature’s solution, but she's cruel, Mother Nature. Have you
ever sat with a child dying of Ebola? The living left in such
grief. Nobody would choose to go that way. As a physician, all I
can do is treat the pain of one person at a time. The answer is so
much bigger.

“Great thinkers, people like Professor
Taylor and yes, my father, even if he’s being hateful right now,
they’ve thought about it, and this really is the best
way.

“You see, we create a market. We
expose people to a new consciousness and they get a taste for it.
The little death gives them the desire for more, shows them
something more real than they could have dreamed of. They realize
they don’t have to suffer. They can live the lives they want, lives
that turn out the way they want them to, filled with pleasure
instead of pain, and death is nothing to fear. They’ll choose that,
don’t you see? They’ll change the laws if they need to. They’ll
demand the right to liberate themselves. We’ll have centers set up
everywhere.”

Morrison was watching his daughter
with an expression of intense pride. “Tell him more, darling. Tell
him what else.”

“No one would have to worry about
being old or infirm, or even chronically depressed, mentally ill
for that matter. And we believe that over time the population
decline will be significant. The planet will recover.”

The scope of their vision was sinking
in. Chuck suddenly felt as though we were the one living in dream.
“You’re out of your minds. Do you really think people will choose a
twenty-five minute illusion over life?”

“Yes.” They both answered in
unison.

“It’s already the choice of millions,"
Morrison said, "Look at your own family – drugs, alcohol, religion.
And your most meaningful personal relationship was with a woman
you’d never even seen.” He leaned back in his chair and looked at
Danielle. “Shall I tell him, princess?”

She nodded.

“I told you that Ms. Soleil is in a
coma. But she’s not brain dead. There’s a fair amount of activity
going on. If she were a normal woman, I’d say there was a pretty
good chance of her coming out of it, maybe with a little brain
damage. However, she’s weak, and in all likelihood she’ll die
within a couple of weeks. Her directive states that she's to have
nutrients and hydration, but she's not to be intubated if she can't
make her wishes clear.

“Now, you may know that ayuhuasca,
which is one of the main ingredients of both our cocktail and the
street drug little death, is said to have telepathic qualities.
That is, evidence exists of shared hallucinations between people
taking the drug in close proximity even when there’s been no
evidence of verbal communication. We’ve also been developing a
program using our seed technology that we believe will allow two
people to interface with each other while both are
unconscious.”

“It’s completely experimental,”
Danielle said.

“We’ve never successfully woken the
two people to find out whether it’s worked. But if it did work, you
might be able to spend some time with Ms. Soleil. It might even
feel like a lot of time. She might be physically able in the world
you inhabit. Who knows? You might even be her educational and
intellectual equal. You might be able to enjoy a normal sex
life.”

“How much time?”

“If you have the full dosage, about
half an hour, but it will feel like a lifetime. If we adjust the
dosage down, which I think will work because you’ll be piggybacking
on her trip, you might come out of it. A little worse for wear of
course. There’s also the possibility that you might be able to
ascertain her wishes regarding the breathing tube. We might be able
to extend her life for weeks. Maybe years.”

“And she’ll live as an unconscious
guinea pig in your lab?”

“She’ll live.”

Danielle spoke up. “It’s possible you
may even be able to save her, Chuck. There’s evidence of people
talking to people in comas and bringing them out. We know she’s too
deep in to respond to that, but if you could reach her
brain…”

“Now my daughter’s just being a
romantic and acting selflessly because of course that’s not really
what she wants you to do. She would much rather you go down to room
813 and say good-bye to Ms. Soleil once and for all, write your
little article about the wonderful work we all do, take the job in
our communications department, and make some babies who God willing
inherit Danielle’s looks and brains and your fashionable
tan.

“So what will it be, Charles? Which
trip will you be taking?”

 


***

 


 


 


cover.jpg





