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INTRODUCTION 2011
This novel I wrote in the early 1990s. I now reissue it, with a few anachronisms cleaned up for this edition. Those I haven’t caught I hope will not disturb the narrative overly much.
Writing demands planning, yet for me the best part of fiction comes when you’re able to find something more than was in the plan. This is the charm of outsmarting yourself (not so hard in my case; my plans seldom survive contact with the keyboard). In the early 1990s it seemed time for a novel that looked at cryonics with a view of how it might play out in our time.
I think it’s still time to reconsider the fundamental issues of cryonics, and indeed, of any attempt to live far into the long future before us. Let me explain why… or just skip to the novel, which makes its arguments through other means.
~~~~
Some feel that the desolateness of the human condition can best be "figured" through art. They feel it is important to make sense of the bad deal we had been handed as a species, as quite probably the only animal that knows it will die.
Then treating death as a problem, ultimately deadly of course, seems a natural way for our puzzle–solving species to think about the inevitable. In the end, death might be sensibly managed if you at least controlled it yourself.
These bleak intuitions allow scientists and doctors to manage death in their way, and their work has led to an extension of our lifespans. One might think of this as merely putting off a fixed foreseeable, but there are other choices beyond such positive, creative responses. One destructive response is suicide, for though it shortens your life it cedes you total control of when and where and how you die. If asserting control of one’s destiny is essential to many, maybe that contributes to the suicide rate. For most, though, I suspect killing yourself is a permanent solution to a passing, temporary emotional problem.
Artists have another way of dealing with death—articulating bleak prospects in tones that can vary from wry to intimate, deadly serious to surreal, or even hilarious. The unrelenting pressure of the knowledge of death creates many paths that may partially assuage. None, so far, truly solves the issue in a lasting way.
Until, perhaps, now.
This novel deals with that possibility. I wrote it in the early 1990s and now make it available in electronic form. I published it under the pseudonym Sterling Blake, as the opener in a series of “scientific suspense” novels. With my Bantam Books editor Lou Aronica I intended to write a series of novels exploring future technologies. I had long noticed that Michael Crichton and others captured the sizzle of science in novels like Jurassic Park and The Andromeda Strain, but at novel’s end the world returns to its previous state, the intrusive, exciting possibilities and threats dissolving like the dew of morning. I wanted to write realistic fiction about future prospects that didn’t end in the essentially conservative finish of the Crichton school.
Alas, Lou Aronica got fired a few months before Chiller appeared. The crew that took over then, when Bantam was the #2 publisher in the country in profits, cut the book’s ad budget to zero and did nothing to promote it. Still, it sold well. My thinly disguised pseudonym got uncovered quite quickly, too. Soon enough Bantam let me know that I and other writers like William Gibson and Robert Silverberg were no longer wanted. Off I went. Bantam now ranks #6 in profits. The same people are still in charge.
But the issues raised by the radical idea of cryonics have not faded.
That’s why I’ve somewhat revised this novel and made it available to the reading public again. I was amused to see I had anticipated today’s e–readers and online newspapers fairly well when writing in 1990. Much else has changed, but I believe this remains a fair description of the field.
For a more detailed analysis of perhaps the central issue—the chances of cryonics working for its patients—I have included an Afterword. Further discussion can occur at my website, gregorybenford.com.
--Gregory Benford July 2011
PROLOGUE
The bomb exploded three yards away.
Alex's father had often quoted an obscure philosopher's saying, God is in the details. Alex had gathered that meant some abstruse point. Maybe that if you looked hard enough, God's fingerprints showed up somehow.
The bomb taught him another meaning.
He was standing just around a corner of a steel kiosk, one of those little booths that sell chintzy last–minute gifts and cheap candy and utterly unmemorable memorabilia. Only this was Tokyo's Narita airport and nothing was inexpensive. He had been annoyed to find that he had to cash his last travelers' check to pay the airport tax, a stiff two thousand Yen goodbye kiss from the land of the rising sun. It was the last of his summer money. He decided that he might as well spend the leftover bills on a miniature samurai sword that he supposed worked either as a letter opener or as an assault weapon for midgets.
He had handed the tired–looking Japanese woman the bills. She had been busy arranging some plum blossoms for sale and turned to him, distracted, crows'–feet lines carved deeply in her face. She held a blossom in one hand.
Later, trying to recall the moment, he seemed to see his hand moving with languid, slow–motion grace toward the woman's worn, outstretched palm. In memory, something had alerted his subconscious, lending the events a sliding grace. The woman touched the bills, her hooded eyes dulled by fatigue, and then a wall of pressure struck her. Her face seemed to smear and dissolve an instant before he had the sensation of somebody hitting him in the head with a baseball bat wrapped in goose down. No sound, just massive impact. Then he was weightless, buoyant, the world beyond a blur of soundless velocities.
No smack of landing. No sudden jar. But then he was lying in utter silence on a granite floor as cool as an angel's kiss, staring up at the high, ribbed ceiling far, far away.
He had turned his head. Legs flicked across the milky foreground of this curiously flat, dimensionless scene. The disembodied legs seemed in a tremendous hurry for no apparent cause. Certainly he felt no great urgency himself. He turned his head again, finding it a great effort, the vertebrae going rak–rak–rak like a rusty crank–driven machine.
How had he gotten tired so fast? Steel sheeting lay curled next to him, its jagged edges glinting in the enamel–gray fluorescent light. The woman's kiosk, still helpfully if redundantly sporting a large yellow KIOSK sign, was now a shredded box lying on its side.
The Japanese built to last and the rolled steel kiosk walls had lasted just long enough to blunt the explosion. He sat up, little chilly slivers running through his legs, ice in August. Bodies lay like rag dolls all around him.
It was odd, he thought, how wounded people looked like heaps of clothing, as if calamity was a confused fashion statement. They were tousled lumps – slick raincoat, wool suit, a polished brown shoe turned at the wrong angle – but somehow no longer people any more, just collections of their wrappings which had failed to protect them from the shrapnel weather here.
Pain started to seep into his elbows. His shirt was torn and bloody. Abstractly he noted the cuts and bruises where steel had peppered him. Metal was cold, so the icy threads he felt up and down his legs were steel. Logical.
The ethereal fog around him began to retreat, letting in movement, damp air, faces wide–eyed, pale, their O mouths beginning to shape screams. Daytime television with the sound off, he thought numbly. Everything happened beyond the glass wall of silence.
He got to his knees. A gliding, soundless world.
He stood up shakily. Rubbery legs. The woman was there with him in the silence. He found her a few feet closer to the shattered kiosk. She had been cut nearly in two by the blast. Blue–black guts trailed from her like fat sausages. Gray bones poked through her skin where the shock wave had crushed her ribs.
Yet her face was blank when he rolled her head up, her eyes open and still dull and tired and wanting to go home. In her hand she clutched a single plum blossom. Her body was already a cooling island in a spreading red–brown lake. He noted that her seeping blood smelled like freshly sheared brass, startling, pungent.
He had stepped back, his shoes sticky with congealing blood, when he saw dumbly that he could do nothing for her. Her body was limp and relaxed but her pale, knotted fingers would not release the fragile, perfectly formed plum blossom.
~~~~
Don't let go of that blossom.
There was a moment that came to everyone and changed them forever. No one ever forgot it.
Usually the moment came in the quickening years of adolescence. For him it had been that frozen instant in Japan when he retreated from the spreading stain. The darkening rust–red pool seemed to grow a brown crust, hardening before his eyes into the soil which would soon yawn moistly open to accept her body, to enclose the corpse in a grip that would never end. The earth would suck her down into it, make her a part of it, dissolve her with its licking tongues.
The hungry earth. Mold, rot, rust. Gray deep ponds reeking of rotten eggs. Decomposition. Dust.
Among all the people in the milling airport he had been alone with a terrible fact he had now discovered – that the earth devoured everything. That it swallowed all life, finally, just as before his eyes a sticky emissary of the dank soil now oozed out of the torn woman and licked across the granite slab floor, searching for him, for anyone, for the fodder which could feed this organic mud–hunger but never satisfy it.
Yet the woman's rigid hand with its yellowing nails held vainly to the blossom. Somehow in his confusion he thought that if she held it there might be some hope of hauling her back, even though the spreading brown pool had already claimed her.
Hold on, he had thought. Hold on.
Her body had taken some of the blast that would have ripped into him, shredded him, taken everything from him in one compressive instant. The kiosk and the tired woman had absorbed the worst of it. The fact that he was using up his last Yen and that he stood at just a certain angle – that was a meaningless detail.
God is in the details.
An odd saying for his practical father, a white–haired man who didn't believe in God. But the details of their momentary geometry had made him live, to stride the green fields, happy above the underlying slag layers steeped millennia–deep in bones and rot, while the small, worn woman died.
She had given him time to heed the sign, the warning.
His hearing took a day to come back. He read about the terrorist attack in The International Herald Tribune, propped up in a Tokyo hospital. By that time the frozen, eerie moments had already begun to seem unreal.
As he lay on starched sheets for days afterward he had plenty of time to think. He knew little Japanese so his mood was unbroken by casual chat. He had spent the summer as an American Field Service guest with a Japanese family and they came to visit him, of course. That did not lessen his solitude. When they left after visiting hours there were still the long nights to get through. He had spent them staring at the white–tiled ceiling, thinking of the ribbed steel heights of the Narita vaulting, of the moment when he had seen what he now thought of as The Black One spreading out from the woman, searching for him.
It was coming to get him. To get the clever and the stupid, the glossy rich and the starving poor. Everyone knew it. That simple truth lay behind every event of every day, yet no one mentioned it. The Black One was the best–kept non–secret of all time.
PART I: REBIRTHDAY
London, April 1773
To Jacques Dubourg.
Your observations on the causes of death, and the experiments which you propose for recalling to life those who appear to be killed by lightning, demonstrate equally your sagacity and your humanity. It appears that the doctrine of life and death in general is yet but little understood.
I wish it were possible...to invent a method of embalming drowned persons, in such a manner that they might be recalled to life at any period, however distant; for having a very ardent desire to see and observe the state of America a hundred years hence, I should prefer to an ordinary death, being immersed with a few friends in a cask of Madeira, until that time, then to be recalled to life by the solar warmth of my dear country! But...in all probability, we live in a century too little advanced, and too near the infancy of science, to see such an art brought in our time to its perfection...
I am, etc.,
B. Franklin.
~~~~
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ALEX
Hold on, he thought. That's all we can do, for now.
Alex Cowell took a deep breath, sucking in the dry chaparral scent of the arroyo around him. A red squirrel scolded him from atop a gum tree. A palm further up the slope clashed its fronds in the warm, shifting breeze.
He had gone for a walk to clear his head. Usually it worked, sharpened him anew. But today he had slid into the past and snagged on that moment in Tokyo. It had haunted him for years. He saw now that he would never be rid of it. That slicing, brutal instant had led inevitably across more than a decade, to this quiet, yet exciting moment.
He shook his head and turned back toward the boxy white two–story building. A warm wind came gusting down from the ridge, curling his black hair and plucking at his shirt sleeves with dry caresses, as though hurrying him along.
He had come back here among the gangly pepper and eucalyptus trees hundreds of times before, taking a break from work, tossing worn tennis balls for Sparkle. The big, gangly Irish Setter had fetched with glee, bounding into the mesquite and manzanita, ignoring the barbs that caught her coat and lashed her muzzle. She had never lost her enthusiasm for the bouncing yellow prey, had seemed convinced since she was a puppy that they were a rare, delicious game animal. Her look of quiet pride and accomplishment as she bounded back to him, tennis ball compressed in powerful jaws, had always struck him as both noble and comic. Out here, racing through the underbrush, her simple joy had picked up his lagging spirits many times, jollied him out of passing depressions. He had missed that simple rite this last month.
He went back inside the building, threading his way through the chugging pumps near the rear door. He washed up carefully and pulled on his Angels baseball cap; maybe not medically orthodox, but a comfortable way to keep his hair out of the surgical zone. Quietly he slipped into the operating room. Susan Hagerty nodded abstractly, busy adjusting the complex liquid crystal displays on the artificial kidney machine. The moment Alex stepped into the room he shed the memories of Tokyo, of Sparkle as a pup, and saw her as she was now.
An old dog lying on her side. A tad comfortably overweight. But her russet coat was still sleek, her long muzzle giving a comic look of professorial intelligence. Her abdomen and chest had been shaved for her operation and that area was swathed in white bandages. Her lungs labored under the artificial stimulus of a respirator.
You'll fetch those tennis balls again, Sparkle. Just hold on. Then he slipped into his professional persona.
He automatically checked the kidney procedure the old fashioned way, by judging the color of the cylinder which carried out the heart of the job: exchanging Sparkle's blood with the dialyzing fluid. The thick tube was a deep, rich red—good. Still, he set to work running a careful check on a humming ultracentrifuge.
A Dixieland number came on their six–disc CD player, rattling drum riffs through the austere operating room. Jelly Roll Morton from 1927, the spotty old plastic recordings digitized and precision–tuned so that the full–bodied bass and piercing trumpet sliced through the decades, sounding more pounding, alive and vibrant than ever, the past recaptured. The bouncy beat put a touch of zest into their labors. Susan would have preferred a Mozart symphony and Alex favored sixties classic rock, maybe Jefferson Airplane's Surrealistic Pillow, so they had compromised on a hefty stack of Bix Biderbeck, King Oliver, Preservation Hall, the sassy Barrelhouse Boogie Band and Louis Armstrong.
Doctor Susan Hagerty hovered over Sparkle. She was a solidly built woman, good–looking in a homespun way, with a level–headed, calm expression which Alex found particularly reassuring now. She was the first woman he had ever had a true, professional relationship with, the joys of involving labor without any sexual nuances. That aspect was particularly welcome; he was still recovering from his divorce and needed to see women in a different light.
Susan ran on the beach regularly and had a quiet physical energy about her, the focused gaze of a woman who had made her way in life through concentration. As he watched she changed one of the IV bottles that trickled fluids into Sparkle and said crisply, "No sign of pulmonary edema."
"Great. Let's hope..." His voice trailed away. The unexpected plaintive note in it embarrassed him.
Hope seemed of little use here. His old friend seemed to be a small, fragile splash of color encircled by banks of shiny medical equipment. Hope was a soft, vague thing compared with the hard metallic grays and greens of the O.R.
Pulmonary edema was, as usual for medical terminology, a long term for a simple problem. Sparkle's lungs could accumulate fluids as Susan gradually brought her body temperature higher. Too much and she would drown.
"I had some danger signals in the latest blood chem readings, though," Susan said in a flat, almost matter–of–fact voice.
Alex looked at the digital readouts on the bank of screens and knobs opposite Susan. The welter of information was confusing and he was still trying to unravel the numbers when Susan said, "Traces of damage in the pancreas. Blood glucose was jumping around. Electrolytes were acting funny, too."
"So you—"
"Straightened out the electrolytes right away. Glucose is coming back, too. The pancreas has me worried." Susan worked steadily `as she talked, calm and steady after many hours here. It had been a long, tough operation, and it wasn't over. They had started the day before, bringing Sparkle's stiff body in from the freezer where she had lain for days.
It had begun weeks earlier, when Sparkle began dragging her hind legs. The cause turned up when Susan, who worked on research at Immortality Incorporated, had done a routine angiogram, injecting contrast dyes and taking x–rays. Sparkle had a blood vessel tumor pressing on her spinal cord. It was a mass of small vessels buried deep, a fibrous tracery that pinched nerves and brought lancing pains. Not cancerous but growing, it had spread all along her before distracted Alex had noticed that she wasn't eating very much, didn't go outside any more, even to play ball, and slept more and more.
Susan had shaken her head in despair when she looked over the x–rays. She had worked with dogs as experimental animals and knew the dimensions of their problems. An operation to remove all the fine filaments would have been too much of a strain on the animal. A veterinarian they called in to consult had shaken his head and offered with a sad, kindly smile to put Sparkle down immediately.
It had hit Alex hard. No more would his big friend come bounding up to him after a tough day at work, slathering him with tongue–kisses, woofing greetings and complaints, eagerly snatching up a ragged ball for fetching, yelping out her transparent joy. No more.
So Alex had decided to try a long shot. As a technician at Immortality Incorporated he had access to methods and equipment denied to most people. And he knew Susan Hagerty, whose research in low–temperature preservation at I2 was slowly bearing fruit.
He had to spare Sparkle the slow agony of the tumor. She was more than a pet, somehow. She had gotten him through his strident divorce, through his mother's dying, through innumerable evenings of wine–deepened depression, sitting alone and dateless in his apartment. But he could not accept her 'merciful' murder.
They had cooled Sparkle down to twenty degrees below freezing, carefully adjusting her internal chemistry, injecting non–cellular blood substitutes that acted like anti–freeze. Her firm old head had trembled at first as Alex held her and murmured softly, almost like singing a lullabye, stroking her belly the way she always liked, avoiding the shaved and swathed patch where the cannulas connected into her. She had peered up at him with luminous deep amber eyes which held an eternity of loving patience, utterly trusting that this spreading chill and sleepiness in her was going to be all right somehow. With her last remaining energies she had licked his hand. She had gone without a whimper.
Auto mechanics could fix cars easily because they didn't have to work on them while the engine was still running. The delicacy of surgery came from the fact that the patient had to remain alive while hands and instruments thrust deep into them. Surgery was itself a major, life–threatening trauma.
Matters were far simpler if the patient had already died.
Sparkle had gone on a voyage no other being had ever attempted. Held in stiff, chilled stasis, she suffered none of the slow erosion that living beings endured. Susan and Alex had used new drugs Susan was developing, 'trans–glycerols' that allowed a body to avoid freezing even though it was colder than the freezing point of water. This gave Susan time to study the results of Sparkle's surgery. She had used the days to carefully trace the path of the tumor threads, dark strings like coiled snakes that had wriggled deep within her. It had been long labor, consulting the inner maps of x–rays, of MRI and CT scans, and of tissue samples. Susan had rooted out every fibrous remnant, taking biopsy specimens, cutting away with a laser scalpel, stitching up the widespread damage. She was an adequate surgeon and had worked on dogs and cats. The luxury of time at low temperatures, free of the need to keep the patient's body functioning, let her take meticulous care.
Ironically, it was only through killing Sparkle that she had any scrap of hope.She was now free of the insidious growth that had riddled her. Heart stilled, brain waves stopped, her purple eyelids lying so flattened it seemed that she had lost her corneas, Sparkle had glided through days of changeless time, dead by all the standards of medical science.
They had prepared her rewarming by injecting membrane stabilizers, to hold cell structure together. Then they had brought her up from the icy domain that claimed her by using carefully controlled radio frequency rewarming. The glycerols that gave anti–freeze protection to her cells were hard to coax back out. Susan had developed new, simpler procedures and taught them to Alex. He knew biochemistry but better, he knew how to listen, which usually is more valuable than bookish lore. Hand–eye coordination proved to be especially important in the bleached–light intricacies of the operating theatre.
"Dura mater seems fine," Susan said. "No big surprise, though. It's just the sort of tissue the cryoprotectants should work best on."
Alex nodded, adjusting the ventilator settings. The dura mater was a tough membrane covering Sparkle's brain and spinal cord. Before Susan had developed her new methods, they had seen previous frozen animals develop fatal damage there as they cooled down. Ice expanded between cells, caving them in. This was a more insidious problem than "freezer burn," which was simply the loss of water from tissue in ordinary refrigerators. The major enemy of cooling as a method of saving patients came with rewarming, when cell walls could not re–expand naturally because they had been damaged. Susan's research had perhaps offset that. Perhaps.
Alex found himself petting Sparkle, stroking her fine pelt, hands seeking some sign of life from her familiar body. The coat was tangled and matted and her shanks were chilly beneath her gray warming blanket. The respirator kept forcing the worn old body to go through its mechanical motions, but Alex wanted to feel some tremor of that mysterious other, the essence which changed a laboring mechanism to a living spirit, a mind capable of knowing joy.
Susan leaned over, fatigue lining her oval face. She had given more this day than he had, yet her hands remained steady, her voice calm and free of the skittering tension he felt as she said, "She's in there somewhere, Alex."
"I hope."
"The memories that made her all that you loved—they're preserved."
Down in the cells of Sparkle's brain, hard–wired by chemical processes science was only beginning to fathom, she was waiting for him. The ravages of warmth and pressing time had not gotten to her yet. Or so their theories went.
He sighed. "Yeah. I know."
"And it's looking good." Susan tapped the liquid crystal display of Sparkle's internal temperature: 27.7 Centigrade.
Alex worked in Centigrade constantly, but somehow for matters close to the throb of living things his mind reverted to the scale he had learned as a boy, just as he dutifully swallowed drugs for a cold but took his true, deep solace in chicken soup. "Let's see—that's 82 degrees Fahrenheit. She's almost there!"
"Try her brain waves."
He checked the electrodes attached to Sparkle's head, then scanned the screen. Soft hash, green lines jittering against a black field. No clear result, but the complexity of the traces alone tightened his throat. The last time he had looked there had been nothing, an ominous flatline.
This is all a research project, remember. An experiment. Chances are slim. Susan laid out the odds, I knew that going in.
He caught his breath. The green hash, which showed activity levels in portions of Sparkle's brain, now showed complex waves. They spiked up out of the spaghetti jumble, vanished, then returned.
"Hey. Alpha rhythm, good and strong." Waves snaked steadily across the 'scope face.
While I was outside, day–dreaming, he thought, the old girl was fighting her way up from the cold. Coming back to me.
He massaged Sparkle vigorously, as if life could ooze like a fluid from him into her. C'mon, girl. Up from the dark depths...
Her flesh was torpid and sluggish. Beneath his kneading fingers his old pet felt like chilly meat in a supermarket. But he knew that in medicine appearances could lie. That was especially true here, in a surgical procedure never tried before.
C'mon... Just give us a flutter of life, anything, the most feeble stirring. We'll hold a party for you, throw a barrel full of fresh bright yellow tennis balls, take you rabbit hunting up the arroyo. A rebirthday party, Sparkle. His hands began to ache from the massaging. Did Sparkle's muscles seem a fraction more supple?
Susan said compassionately, "Don't expect a lot. This is the first time, Alex."
"I know, I know, but—"
"Totally new technology, and I'm doing it all by the seat of my pants. Don't expect—"
"She moved." He said it in a flat, factual voice, as though excitement might scare the tremor away.
Susan smiled sympathetically. "You're sure? The respirator sometimes induces an autonomic response in the rest of the body, and—"
"There! There it is again." He bit his lip. Eagerly he massaged Sparkle's legs with fingers that were beginning to ache. Her legs had twitched the way she did when she dreamed, chasing tasty rabbits over green summer fields.
Susan's eyes darted over the complicated displays that crowded around the operating table. They stood for long moments watching the shifting liquid–crystal numbers and graphs. Sparkle's brain waves showed fresh ripples, growing complexity.
"Blood chemistry is coming around. Her pH looks better," Susan said. "The perfusate is completely exchanged out."
"She's trembling."
"You're sure?"
"Look." Alex let go of Sparkle's legs. They began to jerk visibly.
"My lord," Susan whispered.
"See? She's—"
"That could be a simple discharging of—"
Susan stopped, gazing at rippling digital indicators. Her look of rigorous scientific skepticism fell away like a mask slipping from a warmer, more vulnerable face. Susan was a handsome woman with chestnut hair and a square face that gave the impression of solidity. Even now this came through, despite the red bags under her eyes and a network of fine lines that webbed out from the corners of her mouth. Lipstick and powder and eye shadow might have hidden much of this, but not the leaden notes in her voice. Yet these, too, were banished in the next moment. "Heartbeat. Look."
A monitor now showed a steady pulse.
Alex glanced at the brain wave spectrum. It was alive with shifting structure. "Didn't even have to defib."
"Let's get her breathing on her own," Susan said.
Alex's eyes widened. "You're sure?"
"Come on. I'll show you."
It took a while to attach a plastic bag in place of the heart–lung machine. Alex rhythmically forced air in and out of Sparkle, following Susan's directions in concert with her own quick, expert work. He stopped regularly to see if Sparkle would start breathing on her own.
"Think it's safe?" Alex felt a lump in his throat. The dangers of taking her off the machine suddenly loomed before him. But then, he reminded himself, he wasn't the surgeon. Here his lofty Ph.D. in biochemistry qualified him to be a simple medical assistant, little more than a handy man with the equipment. The doctorate had been fun to earn, but even before he finished it he knew he didn't want to do research in conventional areas. This was his calling. He liked working with his callused hands, fixing balky machines, doing the grunt labor around Immortality Incorporated, where something needed patching up all the time. He enjoyed understanding circuits, putting up dry–wall, framing in wooden supports for the suspension vessels, anything that transformed lines on paper into something solid that worked. And at this moment he was heartily glad that he did not have to make the decisions here.
Susan watched the displays closely, then nodded. "So far."
"Whoosh, this is hard work."
"You're tensing up, that's all," Susan eyes above her surgical mask gave him a wink. "Don't force it."
"Right. Right." Alex eased off, watching Susan for guidance at every step of the procedure. She carefully adjusted a dozen other settings. The body had to be restarted smoothly, letting the heart and lungs strike up their own rhythms. For long minutes he watched the regular rise and fall of Sparkle's chest, driven by his hands, and it was only when Susan touched his arm softly, much later, that he realized that his hands were no longer breathing for Sparkle. He let them drop to his side, aching. The gentle rush of air through her now seemed subtly different, almost like a repeated sighing, effortless, a natural flowing.
"She's back." Alex felt stunned, dumb.
"Back from the other side," Susan smiled, and Alex saw how pale and wan she was. He glanced at the clock and automatically made an entry in their operation log. Every detail of the procedure had to be exact, recorded.
Susan puffed out her cheeks, popped her eyes and let out a great "Whoosh!" Then she sagged, leaning against the operating table. He realized that she had been on her feet, taking no more than five minutes away to gulp down some tacos, for ten hours.
"She'll need rest, therapy, constant monitoring." Susan had relaxed physically but was still plainly holding her emotions encased in a professional reserve.
"Sure, sure..." He stared down in wonder at Sparkle. Her chest rose and fell smoothly, and he knew in the silent, sliding moment that he was watching a quiet, profound miracle.
"Back from freezing," Susan said. "A whole, intact, higher mammal. Never been done before. Never.
Alex swallowed hard. "Never. Goddamn."
"All the dreams, the stunts, the half–baked ideas..."
"And here it is."
"Got anything to drink?" Susan grinned and as if on a signal, the tension broke. They embraced each other, whirling away from the operating table in a lurching dance, whooping and laughing and crying. The rebirthday party had begun.
~~~~
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GEORGE
An illegal panhandled him on the corner of Bristol and McFadden and he shot back, "Go with God, brother."
But his tone might as well have said, "Go to hell." He wanted to say, "You got more than me, Mexo," because that was the plain truth.
The illegal didn't speak enough English to understand him so he shoved the guy, spat on the sidewalk and walked on, knowing that it was dumb to draw even that much attention to himself.
Cops might see a chance to roust the illegal and then for fun check him out too. Word could be out on him, even this far from Arizona. He doubted it. Hitch–hiking didn't leave leads. Still, he couldn't risk getting into police files until he got set up in a secure place again, with all his gear and interfacing software.
He walked down the broad street that was empty and asphalt–anonymous beneath the ceaseless, piercing morning sunlight, the way only California streets were—bland and strangely, quietly beautiful, and promising to become a slum the next time you looked.
His fingers curled back to touch his palms as he strode heavily along, arms swinging easily like beams carved out of hardwood by a sculptor who thought big and liked muscles. The veins in his neck bulged as he ground his teeth, thinking for the thousandth time about the mistakes he'd made, the ones which put him here on the street, watching his back to see if a squad car was pulling alongside the curb nice and easy, just to take a look at him.
He was the kind of man who got that sort of attention. It was useful sometimes, kept people from getting in your way. It was a God–given gift and he just had to suffer the side effects. The Lord gave no boon without some trial coming along with it, his saintly mother had said.
The early morning traffic growled and muttered beside him on McFadden. Except for keeping an eye for cops he gave it no notice. The men on their way to work noticed him though. His suit was a light gray wool showing the wrinkles and wear of two days on the run. It held off the morning chill but hadn't been enough last night. His black hair was cropped close, neat and under control. His two days of beard bothered him, made him feel like he was a worthless piece of trash, like a grimy yellow newspaper in the gutter, but he would have to deal with it when he had toilet articles again. He wore the fifties–style white nylon shirts that you could launder and hang up in the shower of your hotel room. He liked them because they had a clean, functional feel. The white of them did nothing to lighten his face, which was like chipped concrete. His gray eyes absorbed the slanting spring sunlight and gave nothing back.
He knew what the men in the passing cars thought. They were mostly Chicano, driving pickups and wearing baseball caps. To them he was an Anglo without a car, obviously a bum. Maybe he had stolen the suit somewhere, along with the black shoes that needed a polish but looked expensive. Any Anglo walking here had no money. They would remember the time when they had nothing, took buses to work, were still dodging la migra, angling for a green card or straight papers, and holding down two sweatshop jobs at a time—in places where the first thing you learned was the exits.
It had been okay for them to walk, back then, but they had been on their way up and knew it. This Anglo was on the way down. Had to be.
George watched their quick glances and read in their expressions all of that. With the women it was different. He crossed with the light at McFadden and Main and a mousy woman waiting at the crosswalk in a Honda watched him stride solidly along, her eyes veiled by false eyelashes that made her look ridiculous. About one woman in twenty would take notice of him, and he knew just from their looks what they were wanting. They usually watched his hands, which were big and veined. His power often came through his hands and women knew that, sensed it, felt a stirring. He had used those hands on women before, to caress them and sometimes to slap them when they wanted too much.
He ignored the mousy woman, even though she turned to watch him march past. He had learned to pass them by when he had important tasks, and always when he was about God's work.
Today had to be devoted to himself. God helped those who helped themselves. He had spent the night sleeping under the Santa Ana River Passover at Edinger and needed something to pick himself up, suck the bitter chill from his bones. A good breakfast, like the ones on the farm when he was a boy, thick pancakes and plenty of molasses and big warm biscuits, maybe. But that would take money.
He found the Bank of America on Flower Street, just where the telephone book had said. He walked up to the 24 hour ATM and pulled out his first–line credit card holder. This was one of the old ATMs, its keys worn, because this was a poor neighborhood. The banks never kept up the maintenance on these, even though from his reading he knew they made a big profit off the accounts serviced in dumps like this.
He took out his top–of–the–line set of cards, a full constellation for all major banks, in the name of Gary Pinkerton. He had been in a playful mood when he'd set them up, and now he ruefully saw that maybe that little joke, using the name of the first detective agency, had tripped him up. Some beady–eyed security hacker might have caught on.
He slipped the card into the slot and the slit–mouth ate it eagerly. ENTER USER CODE, the video display commanded. He punched in his call letters and drummed his fingers on the spotted metal counter. PLEASE WAIT.
The words held there while he counted to ten. He figured maybe the phone lines were full, this was an old machine, and plenty of people all over southern California were stopping off on the way to work, hitting the machines for shopping or lunch money. That would slow down the whole system.
But then he reached twenty and finally at thirty he knew it was sour. He was turning away when the video screen flickered to blank. The slot did not spit his card back out.
He walked away fast. The banks were getting sharper all the time. Even this crummy old teller might be able to call the police. In a neighborhood like this they could be pretty hardnosed with customers and get away with it.
He went five short blocks down Chestnut and around a beat–up high school, turning regularly to see if any cop cars showed up behind him. He passed by a Denny's and felt in his pockets for change. Three quarters. He went inside and sat at the counter.
A woman at the end in a pink uniform one size too small noticed him and came over, even though he was sitting in another waitresses' area. Swaying, lots of hip action. He ordered coffee and noticed a pack of Marlboros in her skirt pocket. He bummed one from her, making himself smile.
She smiled back, showing irregular, stained teeth, and lit the Marlboro for him with a Bic. She had to lean over the counter a little to do it, making sure he noticed her breasts, which were average size but pushed up by one of those special wired bras. He could see the boning through her uniform.
"You look like you've had a tough night," she said.
"Got the job done," he said because he couldn't think of anything else.
"What kind of job?"
"Uh, you know." He shrugged, hoping she would go away.
"Ummm." A broad smile, not showing any teeth. "Sounds like the kind of work I might like."
He grunted and she left. While she went for the coffee he twisted off the filter and dropped it on the floor. He hated those things. With relish he drew in a big chest full, not caring about getting the tobacco fibers in his mouth. The waitress gave him another too–broad smile when she brought the coffee. She had dirty–brown hair and lots of lines around the eyes, lines that makeup just crinkled around without concealing. Plenty of glossy purple lipstick, with chipped fingernail polish to match. Late thirties, he guessed. Showing the wear. Or maybe for a woman like her, the right term was "use". Any woman who was interested in him now, the ragged way he looked, had to be desperate.
She licked her purple lips. "You new around here?"
George tried to think of a way to get rid of her while he watched the street. "Just passing through, sort of."
"You'll find there's a lot to do at night." A significant look. "If you know the right places."
"Maybe I'll work nights."
"Yeah." The stained smile again. "You said."
He had made the cigarette last through the bitter cup of coffee. Just as he took the last drag he saw two black–and–whites going down Chestnut headed toward the Bank of America. They were moving pretty fast but with no blinkers or sirens on.
The counter waitress started talking to him about the weather or the Angels or something as he watched the patrol cars turn toward the bank. He guessed they wouldn't figure he was on foot. But somebody could have seen him and on top of that there weren't many places a guy on foot could go this time of morning. A prickly pressure built up in him, pulsing in his ears, thumping loud and strong so that he couldn't make sense of what the waitress was saying. His chest started to heave, tight and fast.
He threw the three quarters on the counter, jerked to his feet, and started out. The waitress stopped talking, her mouth half–open to frame the next word of her mindless patter, surprise turning to irritation. She glared. "Hey," she said. "Hey."
He went out the back exit and trotted down an alley behind a Vons Market. It felt good to move. Muscles working, eyes dancing. He went half a block in the clean morning air and slipped into a doorway to think.
He knew this was probably not the smartest thing to do. He could have sat out the next hour in the Denny's listening to the waitress tell her life story, could have cadged some free coffee while she steered the discussion around to what movies he'd seen lately, using her eyes to suggest a whole lot more, and then she would have started hinting about doing something together tonight. But he liked to move when his body told him to. His instincts had kept him out of a lot of bad stuff and this time they told him to get some distance, fast. He never questioned his instincts. They were the work of God and the Lord knew what was best for him. Maybe cops used the Denny's for a hangout and after they answered the stop–and–question call at B of A they'd come there, notice him. His subconscious had a reason, his instincts, God's plan—it didn't matter what he called it, he had to follow it.
Down the alley a kid was unloading a truck onto the Von's dock. Boxes, dumpsters, trash. The kid looked like he was nearly through. George sized up the timing. He kicked at some packing material in impatience, slamming some two–by–fours against the wall. The alley danced in the pale blades of morning sunlight, colors popping in the air.
"Hey, you cleared out pretty fast, bud," the waitress said at his elbow.
He was startled, alarmed. She had approached on rubber soles while he was trying to plan, all caught up in his head, not on guard. He blinked and his mouth moved but nothing came out.
"Guy like you, a girl notices, you know?" A sluttish smile, weakening at the corners with wobbling uncertainty. "Best thing I seen in a long time. Don't want to let a guy like you get away."
He looked at her nervous twitching lips and his breath came in gasps. A girl notices. Would remember him if anybody asked.
"Well, you duck out like that, I take it kind of personal."
The trash–lined alley whirled around him, planes and angles sheeting up to the gray sky.
"And I liked you right off. Thought we might get together later?"
Blood–red patches flashed in the air around the woman's uncertain smile.
"Hey, look, I guessed you were keepin' outta the way of the cops."
Tight. His chest tight. "How." He had trouble getting the word out.
"You got the look, y'know?" She seemed encouraged by his finally saying something. "Needing a place to maybe hole up?"
Colors arced like veins, burnt orange coronal streamers bursting out of her and dissolving into crimson stars. He opened his mouth, closed it. Watching the colors.
"You could come over to my place, rest up. Man like you needs his, uh, rest." The slanting morning sunlight showed the crinkled cosmetics in the lines of her face. Her bright red lips slid into a hesitant leer. "Not that you have to rest all the time. Y'know, you can have what you like."
Gaudy light, colors sluicing down from an oyster–gray sky and running in rivulets around her mock–coy, painted face .Don't want a guy like you to get away.
He sucked in a deep, fulfilling breath. Everything was clear now. The Lord had drawn His coat of many colors around her and that made things simple.
"So hope you don't mind me comin' on to you like this, but long time back I learned the hard way that you see somethin', you go—"
He bent over and kissed her. It felt good to let the tightness steam out. Woman like this, that's what she wants. A shot of the Hot 'n Heavy, they'd called it in high school.
She blinked with surprise and then returned his pressure. Her tongue slithered into his mouth, muscular and slick and wriggling. All the spit and goop with it.
Warm and quick and alive.
A moist, thick snake.
Then she was limp in his arms and he was staring down at her loose face. Something had happened to her and he did not know what, or how, but as he shook her the neck and spine wobbled, no resistance. Face empty, pale. Arms dangling. No sound.
No breathing.
Long ago there had been the girl in the field, the one he met at night out there on one of his walks, and she had taken him into the Hot 'n Heavy too, and the next thing he had known then was her shrieks ripping open the thick night air. She had raked him with her fiery fingernails and staggered away in the Arizona dark and he had not known then what had happened before between them. Just like now. Only this woman with the crows' feet spreading away from her eyes, the brown eyes staring up at him, this woman did not scream.
Enough of this. He looked up and down the alley.
Nobody there. The kid working the Vons dock was out of sight.
No sirens in the distance. Just trash blowing in the breeze.
Big industrial–sized dumpster beside the cinder block wall.
Puffing, he crouched and picked her up. Surprising weight to her but he rocked her up easily into a hug. He carried her to the dumpster. Had to move fast now. Yeah, heavier than she looked. Hoisting the body up onto his shoulder and then standing up was work. Grunting, he pulled the sheet metal lid up. Setting his feet, getting the angle. He threw her in with one movement. Backwards over the top, her head snapping back as if to look at him as she went over. Hair frayed with the momentum, face open, then gone.
Flattened cardboard boxes under his feet. He scooped up two, threw them in to cover her. The lid banged down as he sprinted away.
His thinking had been interrupted there but now his head was clear. The strands and snaking threads of color were fading, crisping and fizzing in the slanting sunlight. He had trouble walking for a moment, his jimmy–john stiff against his leg, but he was proud of getting away, free.
He thought of a broad valley strewn with bones baked white beneath the rich sun. Faces flickered before him, faces forever stilled in expressions of surprise, fear, confusion. And colors sizzling around the wrecked heads, fiery plumes frying the faces, crisp, hot, vibrant.
The Vons Market was getting ready for the day. He slowed to a walk as he passed the piles of cardboard boxes and pine loading flats and more dumpsters. The kid had finished unloading. He was backing the Mack delivery truck out from the loading dock, grinding its gears. It had a steel tailgate and George grabbed for that as the kid gunned his motor and started up. George pulled himself up easily and stood on the rear chrome bumper, holding onto the tailgate. The back doors were locked. The truck accelerated, the driver shifting through the gears like this was a sports car.
He rode the truck for a fast few miles. The kid was hot to get somewhere and the smell of carrots filled George's nose as he hung on, the truck jouncing lightly on the turns.
He thought about the woman a little and knew he had been right. She had said she was going to try to hang onto him, Don't want a guy like you to get away, and she had guessed the cops were after him.
Well, she couldn't hang onto him. He had proved that. In mathematics, once a proof is done you drop it and go on to the next problem. That was the way he wanted to run his life and lately he had been getting better and better at that. George firmly put the woman from his mind and concentrated on the ride, on his plans, on this day. This day he had to dedicate to himself. And through him, to the Lord.
George jumped off at a traffic light because he saw a Security Pacific building down the block. He had a principle that God had given him when he was a boy, when he had learned to fight back against the bullies at school. The one sure way to get danger on your tail was to turn your back on it. People against you, you had to go right back at them, show them some spirit. If you got thrown, then right away you got back on the horse. He was going to ride Security Pacific.
He sat at a plastic table outside a Dunkin' Donuts, holding a styrofoam cup he had fished out of the trash, so he would look as though he belonged there. Not long to wait for Security Pacific to open. That gave him time to strip all the Gary Pinkerton cards from his plastic accordion carrier. He said a fond goodbye to all twenty–three cards as he sliced them in half with a pocket knife and dumped them in the trash. Leave intact cards and somebody would for sure try to pass them. He took out his backup, a small folder that had cost him several thousand dollars to set up, and had laid fallow for over a year.
The Security Pacific card of one Bruce Prior was virgin, just like the other dozen in the folder. He slipped them into his first–line plastic windows, enjoying the crisp feel of them. George felt the familiar tingling in his hands as he tuned himself up. Bruce Prior now had to take on an identity.
He rearranged his face so that the anger and irritation went out of it. When he was pretty sure he looked worried he went into the men's room of Dunkin' Donuts and checked. Not bad, but he started to scowl as soon as he thought of anything else.
He kept working on his expressions while he did the job he had to get through first. Down with the pants, out with the jimmy–john. He wasn't sure what he had done with the woman back there in the alley, there were gaps in his memory of it. But it never hurt to get clean right after, that was for sure. He remembered the minister telling him that, many years ago, when he got caught in the church rec room, doing the hand–love with his jimmy–john after the Andrews girl felt him there and ran away. How good it had felt to clean it after, in the church men's room, all the foul smells gone. Same as now. He caught the musky reek coiling up from himself and figured that was from the woman. They carried filthy diseases. He used eight paper hand towels to be sure and felt better right away.
Back to business, all fresh. Time for repairs.
He washed his face and hands without soap because there wasn't any, just cold water and a wall mounted blow dryer that was so low he couldn't stoop enough to get his face under it. He wet his hair and combed it with his fingers until it looked pretty good, like a guy who had just been in a hurry this morning. His black tie was still in his coat pocket but he had managed to mess it up by sleeping on that side. He wetted it a little and stretched it and put it on. The wrinkles still showed.
People always thought better of you if you dressed conservatively, plenty of serious blacks and grays. He stuck the tip of his tie under his belt and fiddled with his zipper until the tie got caught there, holding it tight so the wrinkles went out. With his jacket buttoned you couldn't see that or the dirty smudges on his shirt. He wet his fingers and stroked his pants legs until most of the creases came out. Lucky he hadn't been wearing one of his pleated outfits when he had gone out to a church dinner three days ago. They'd look like Hell by now.
He had nearly walked straight into the cop screen around his apartment. A neighbor was having a loud party across the boulevard from his stucco apartment building and there had been no street parking left at all. He'd seen that a block away and so had parked under an oak tree and started walking home, frowning at the loud rap music booming out of the party. Rap music! — gutter talk, no kind of music at all, and years out of date. It had irritated him to hear that trash cutting through the dry, cool Tucson evening. Especially after the sweet, flowing hymns he had been singing, songs that meant something and lifted you up on choruses of beauty.
But the party had saved him, because he saw the plainclothes guy walking away from it, maybe having just asked them to quiet things down a little. Mr. Plainclothes had cop all over him, plenty of stiff swagger and a third rate suit.
George had slipped down an alley, fading into the shrubbery, and doubled around. There were two unmarked cars at the rear of his building and guys sitting in them, with one more standing in the shadows of the back stairs. They looked like serious trouble. Not local law, who were so dumb they'd park in front, probably under a street light so they could read the newspaper.
He had gone away and stayed overnight with a fellow parishioner family, good folks, giving them a story about a sudden need to fumigate the whole apartment house. They'd been kind of edgy about things, the way most people were around him, but they let him sleep over. The next morning he'd approached his place from three different directions. He did it on foot, in case they had an all–points out on the plates of his car.
Sure enough, from each direction there was a guy trying to look casual within a half block of the apartment. He had tried again that night and they were still there.
Which meant the Feds, for sure. They could field special teams, take their time. Probably the interstate banking morons with their big computers. Which meant he was finished there.
But not finished for good, he thought, as he studied himself in the men's room mirror and worked on his expression some more. Two days of hitching from Tucson had given him reddening sunburn and a mean squint. He got his mouth and eyes set so that he looked like a guy who had done plenty of manual labor and had the muscles to show, but was basically just your average Joe. Worried, maybe a little confused.
He went into the Security Pacific with the opening door crowd. There were five desks to his left, two marked off with a little wood and brass fence, which meant the president and VP worked there. He looked over the three account managers at their desks. The best would probably be a young guy at the end, but he was already talking to a weathered Chicano woman in a sweater who was having trouble with her English.
George picked the next youngest account manager, a woman who looked to be mid twenties. The older they were the more sharp and suspicious they'd gotten. As he sat down she gave him the neutral business smile they taught everybody these days and said, "How may I help you?" like a recording.
"Well, it's kinda funny," George said sheepishly. "I got one of your cards but I don't have a local account yet."
"Oh, that's no problem."
"Kind of backward, I guess."
"Well, we probably sent you the card as an invitation, Mr..."
"Prior. Bruce." He handed over the card, fishing it from his vest pocket so she could not see the plastic windows full of other cards.
She gave the card three seconds and said, "Let me just enter you and see."
He sat for five minutes while she clumsily went through her memorized routine, typing his card number in and looking for specs on the account, going through their national network. He casually moved his chair around so that he could see some of her screen. She had an obsolete monitor and made two mistakes with access codes.
He'd done nothing but charge a hundred bucks or so every month to keep Bruce Prior active and had paid off right away. It was a long five minutes, though, because there was a chance the cops at his apartment had somehow traced this identity. They'd had time to alert the networks. He had paid off the Prior with checks on Gary Pinkerton accounts, part of his perpetual cycling of money that kept him going. But unless the Feds did a thorough retrieval on every account he had, there would be no alert on Prior.
Unless they were onto him for more than that. There was always the chance that some stuff he'd covered up years back wasn't really buried. He put that thought out of his mind and watched the woman, ready to get out of there fast.
She smiled approvingly. "You've moved, Mr. Prior?"
"Right. New to the neighborhood."
"I see your previous address was in Tucson. A post office box."
"Got a better job out here."
"Congratulations. Well, then, perhaps you would like a checking account with us?"
"Sure. But I need some cash right away."
"I'm sure we can arrange that, too." She started taking out forms from her files.
"Don't have a steady address yet."
She frowned, then brightened. "You can use your employer's address."
That was what he got for departing from his standard story. He held his face steady, still working on the worried look, and added a little nervous touch of guilt. "They don't like us doing that."
"I quite understand. I'll bet Security Pacific wouldn't like it if I got all my bills here—there are so many." Her merry little laugh had a mechanical edge to it, as if she had used it too much.
"How about I just come back in, say in a couple days, and give you my home address, once I've got one?"
"Well..."
He could see the cogs going around. Customer's left his card billing address, a PO box, no way to find him. Maybe something funny going on with the employer. Could be he didn't have a job at all now.
She said, "The Assistant Manager will probably..."
Now was the time to show the plastic. An embarrassed bobbing of his head while he held out his plastic accordion card holder, letting them unfold: Optima, Neiman Marcus, American Express, Broadway, MasterCard, Sears, Fuji, Visa, Nordstrom.
"Look, if these'd be any help..." He didn't have a dime in any of them, of course.
"Well, my, you do have a lot."
"Yeah, I travel plenty in my business."
She pushed back her chair, started to get up. "I'll just ask—"
"Do you know if there's a Citibank around here?"
"Why, yes, there's—"
"If it's going to be a hassle, I'll just try them. I've got my main account with them."
She licked her lips and he watched her think. The Assistant Manager would see the customer walk out, figure maybe she had irked him. And how could a customer with that much plastic be a risk?
She licked her lips again and looked him in the eye. She saw something there, something that George knew he could use when he had to, because the Lord had put it there. It was his, a certain way of giving a window into his soul, so that people saw his inner truth, so that they trusted him.
She sat down and he knew he was going to get the max on the card with no trouble. Ten minutes later he walked out with a thousand in his pocket.
He went three blocks from Security Pacific before he found a men's store that had light wool jackets in the window. He got two, one that fit right off the rack and another that could be tailored in a day. He got Oxford broadcloth shirts, gray slacks, charcoal socks with extra padding in the soles, two pair each of business shoes in black and brown, some Reeboks on sale, jeans, cotton T–shirts, Jockey shorts.
The store manager called in on the AmEx card. George stood casually chatting with the sales clerk, not seeming to watch the manager at all. The clerk went on about the weather, which George in his light–headed mood found funny, since they didn't have anything in California that counted for weather in his book. But he kept his face open and sincere while some talk went back and forth on the phone for long, stretching minutes. He got ready to walk out fast.
Then the manager hung up and came back all smiles. George had paid off the AmEx three weeks before with a Walter Humphries check on Nippon, so his bill today came in under the $5,000 limit. Humphries was a paper identity that he used to funnel cash, using a mail service in Nebraska that emptied the post office box once a month. That conduit was dead now too, he figured.
He walked down a sun–washed street, feeling good. A black–haired mutt lying under a weeping willow barked at him, then trotted over and allowed him to scratch behind its ears. Dogs had always liked George, a fact he had used several times. This one licked his hand and followed him until he had to kick it.
Two blocks away he got shaving gear, a toilet kit, and a Halliburton suitcase set, the burnished finish kind he liked because they carried computers well. First class stuff. The help was shorthanded in the shop that day and took his MasterCard without checking it at all.
While he packed the clothes in the Halliburtons he saw a service station with a Budget sign across the street. Pretty soon Bruce Prior had rented a Chevy sedan, black, on a transfer from his Fuji card. All his purchases went in the trunk.
Within an hour more Bruce Prior was eating corned beef hash with two poached eggs in a pseudo–50s diner on Acacia. There were James Dean photographs blown up to make wallpaper in the men's room. Next to his red vinyl–covered booth with chrome piping there was a poster for the big new teen hit, Rock Around The Clock. But the music was halfway decent, a lot of shoo–bop stuff, plenty better than rap–crap.
As he shoveled in the good salty hash he smoked with relish the first Camel from a carton he had bought in a 'Bacco Barn. He put A–1 Sauce on the hash and it got even better. The hash browns were greasy but he ate them anyway, lighting a second Camel and holding it between the fingers of his left hand while he forked in hash with his right. He liked easing the smoke out through his nostrils while he chewed. It licked the soft membranes there with a scorching tongue.
When he signaled for a second plastic pitcher of coffee the waitress came over to tell him that this was a non–smoking section. He stared at her without saying anything until she blinked and looked away. He took two more forkfuls of hash browns and put out the Camel in the yolk of the last poached egg. Without leaving any money he got up and walked out without a word. Nobody followed him.
He was feeling good and knew that his fortune was no accident. He had planned for this, always had a backup line of cards and credit ready, but the Feds could have cut it off if they'd had the right nose for pursuit. But they worked without the help of the Lord.
George decided to devote the next day to God's work, just to show he understood. There were tasks to do out here, many more than there had been in Tucson.
Holy ways were openly laughed at in California. There were evil practices here, lustful ones, family–destroying laws, the cesspool of Hollywood, corrupt judges, unspeakable pornography and violations of natural order.
As he stood in the buttery sunshine and put the key into the brand new night–black car that the Lord had given him today, George knew that this had all been ordained. The events of these days had moral heft, a solemn weight.
The Feds outside his apartment. The truck that had taken him away from the Bank of America. The Security Pacific woman who had changed her mind.
They had all been interventions. He saw that now.
The waitress, too, had been an intervention by the devil forces which also walked this earth. And he had vanquished her. He could not remember that moment in the alley, only that she had tempted him and his jimmy–john and he had taken care of that somehow.
That, too, was part of his Calling.
He had received the Call to come here before, from a great minister, yet he had ignored it. The Reverend Montana himself had summoned him on the telephone.
George had a deafness, though, for yes, he too was a creature steeped in carnal sin, born to it, stupefied by the mesmerizing ornaments of this bestial world. In His silent, holy answer to George's lack of heed, the Lord had placed his hand upon the world. He had shaped events and brought George here. In the confusion of these last few days he had known that it was his fate to go to the Reverend. A Call had to be answered.
He got down on the broken asphalt right there in the parking lot of the diner, feeling it bite into his knees as the stones of antiquity had cut the flesh of martyrs, and thanked the Lord for taking a strong hand in his life.
He apologized for his fear, for his jittery anxiety, for his base and defiled nature which struggled to climb up from the slime of the body, and which could only redeem itself with pristine deeds. All along he should have put his trust in the infinite. His eyes squeezed tight and sudden tears of ripe joy oozed out onto his cheeks.
Then he got into his new car and drove away happily, whistling "Abide In Me," knowing with a granite inner strength that he had come at last to the place where he could fulfill his destiny and perform great works.
~~~~
3
SUSAN
The Emergency Room was busy. Two Chicanos were brought in with pelvic fractures from a motorcycle crash. Both were getting prepped to go into surgery. A fifty–eight year old man had walked slowly in, complaining of pains shooting down his left arm. A young black woman with corn–row hair had vague cramps in her abdomen and was coughing up blood.
These occupied the interns at the University of California at Irvine Hospital, while the usual number of quick cases—bruises, fractures, sprains, contusions, foreign bodies inhaled or swallowed, dislocated shoulders, aches of back or head or stomach or ear—passed through like an unremarked, perpetual tide from the Sea of Statistics.
Business was brisk in the acute psychiatric ward, too. On her way in to her office Doctor Susan Hagerty passed through the deceptively calm atmosphere there. Out of professional curiosity. and a certain nosiness she allowed herself as a minor vice, she talked to the interns and looked into the three interview rooms.
An eighteen year old black girl stared intently at the glowing end of her cigarette, explaining in a dull, fast monotone how she had tried twice to kill her daughter, first by sleeping pills, then by suffocating her with a pillow. She did it to stop her child from crying. "I mean, I came in here to get some advice, you know? Some help. It's not natural. Not natural, a kid keeps crying that way alla time."
Susan was too experienced to be profoundly shocked by this. She was bothered, though, by the policy of allowing patients to smoke in the interviewing offices.
The next room held a man who had patiently tried to slash his wrists, using an ordinary paring knife, and seemed to wonder why it had not worked. Maybe there was something about how a knife functioned that he didn't understand.
In the end room a woman office worker was explaining why she could not walk. She kept floating up toward the ceiling, so her feet could not reach the floor to get a good grip on the formica tiles. "That's why I can't make my feet work. It's real simple, you guys prob'ly see it every day. Do you think I can get Workman's Comp?"
Outside there were patients already admitted and waiting to be seen. One older woman with frosted hair was crying softly into a pillow she held tightly. A teenage boy had a pillow also, but he was punching it hard, rhythmically, while his eyes stared out the window, expressionless but intent. Sitting further away from them was a man in his twenties who kept himself aloof, ramrod straight and smiling at everyone, turned out in a torn, stained white tuxedo. He looked as though he was aching to tell the story, but he would have to be coaxed some first.
Susan liked these glancing brushes with the underside of the human psyche. She was well aware that she had burrowed into her work since her husband's death, and she missed a certain level of human contact. She kept up her connections—friends, membership on the board of the Chamber Music Society, old med school buddies —but the cartilage of sociability was not quite enough. At 44 she felt awkward on dates, and she truly liked her own company.
Susan stood watching the man in the tuxedo, ruminating on this, and then headed down the hall. The usual chaos, all under control. Yet it helped somehow to see the range of human weirdness, the splintered pathways of pathology. Still, she could not suppress a sudden shiver. The abyss of the human mind was a murky, brooding riddle. In softly lit therapy rooms like this she sensed huge, shadowy monstrosities lurking unseen, swollen ugliness that rode behind the reeling eyeballs and lurched into the light only in twitches and oddities. Until, in some cases, the grotesque pressures ruptured forth, bile–sour and reeking, spewing into a surprised world.
She shook herself free of such thoughts, donned again her air of crisp efficiency. Get real, girl.
Emergency Room staff were always fidgety about backup. A well–run hospital like UCI could handle a fresh ER patient every ten minutes. The problem was that they never entered at even intervals. Bleeding bodies and groaning, disoriented cases came at you in bunches, spun off Orange County's eternal armature. About one in four of those who turned up in the ER needed admission to the hospital. The rest went away with their cuts patched, bones splinted, traumas bandaged. Every time the patients needing admission bunched up, the senior physician immediately called in the ER backup.
Susan Hagerty was on call today. She had come into her office at UCI Gen in mid–morning, poked a nose into the ER mostly to get a cup of the rich, rocket–fuel Columbian coffee they ran on there, and had hardly hung up her coat and started reading the night reports on her patients before her portable phone rang. It popped and went into annunciator mode so that she could not ignore it.
A disaster call always pumped up her adrenals. The programmed bleat for help circulated down from the chiefs of departments by an automatic phone tree—one of the few cases, in Susan's opinion, where computerization truly freed hands to do work.
Trauma center spat out a short report and ETA.
There had been a multiple car crash accordion–style on the Interstate 5 in Irvine near the border with El Toro. Trucks overturned. Traffic backed up for miles already. Helicopters aloft from police, CalTrans, rescue. This was big. CalTrans had already elected to send heavy lift choppers to pull cars out of the lanes as soon as the rescue teams could shuck the patients free.
No point in choppers from UCI; the accident was close. Ambulances would be here within three minutes, coming toward the hospital from the Sand Canyon off–ramp.
So it was back to the ER, on the double. As she walked rapidly through the bleached light of the corridor, interns, residents and other specialists such as Susan began converging on the ER. Some wore wrinkled scrub suits, stained from tasks they had finished off in a hurry. Others were like Susan, in long white coats still starched stiff.
Nurses and staff were hustling ordinary patients out of the way, clearing the corridors and filling carts with fresh supplies. Her portable phone rasped again. There was a conference on the UCI campus which had called away most of the senior people. Bad timing. The chief of operations had put in a quick call to campus. Susan could imagine how it had gone. The secretary he had reached was unsure whether she should interrupt the seminar, until the chief barked into the telephone. UCI was nearby in miles, but not in mindset. It would probably be at least fifteen minutes before help arrived. Until then there was no more backup.
Distant sirens sounded like odd, strident bird calls. As Susan entered the ER she passed by the small black detector which alerted Trauma Central that she was on board. She picked up a headset and slipped it on, her portable phone going dead simultaneously, to avoid interference. She got an update on the spectrum of cases speeding toward them and frowned. Lots of damage. Five deaths already.
Trauma Central asked for help getting teams with the right skill balance for each case. Susan assigned at least one resident to each of the injured—wondering how long they could afford that luxury, as more cases came in—and then took a particularly bad case herself.
She studied the prelim, a computerized list on the ER data screen which dominated one wall. Her case was a woman, neck broken, multiple lesser injuries. And a police warning note strobed in red beside it.
The first bodies from the smashup arrived. Susan caught up to her self–assigned team at the entry ramp and helped the ambulance crew wheel her case in. The woman on the gurney seemed sturdy, her face tanned, probably had looked the picture of health only minutes ago. Now she was slack–jawed and pale beneath her layers of makeup.
Neck at an odd angle. Pupils dilated. She was already intubated and a nurse was bagging her—driving air in and out of the lungs by pulsing a plastic bag.
Into the ER, working on her as they went.
"What's the police alert on this patient for?" she asked an ambulance attendant.
"She was in a dumpster truck that overturned in the accident."
"Driving a truck? What's—"
"No, she was in the garbage. Cops figure somebody chucked her, thinking she was dead. Truck empties the dumpster, doesn't notice her."
She thought of the acute psychiatric ward. So here it was—grotesque pressures finally spewing, foul and reeking, into a surprised world. A body—a person—thrown away, then spilled onto a freeway with the rest of the trash.
Then she swallowed her revulsion and said, "Ah. Then this neck injury could be hours old."
"I guess. She got awful banged up on the roadway, too."
That was clear. The rescue team had attached a physiological monitor to her, a book–sized black hard–plastic slab with EEG and ECG leads. They had put into her an arterial stick carrying microelectrodes. These sampled blood chemistry, pressure and flow. Susan punched its SPEAK button and the monitor squirted its data to Trauma Central. Within two seconds Trauma Cen stretched the digital sandwich and translated the facts into a calm, flat voice speaking through her headset.
"Non–specific slowing of EEG, consistent with concussion and metabolic injury. No sign of focal ischemia to brain."
Probable broken neck, Susan thought as they moved her to their work station, but no sign of cerebral bleeding.
Deep cuts in legs and arms. Angry red abrasions. The ambulance crew had done a good job with those; she checked the fresh white bandages quickly. Then, with the suddenness that to Susan was always like stepping off a step into free–fall nothingness, the intricate diagnostics dissolved before the stick alarm: the woman's heart had stopped.
A red light flashed on the jet–black telltale monitor. The Expert Systems Diagnostics Logic Package began muttering about cardiac arrest in her headset. The computer–generated voice was infuriatingly calm, she thought, cool and serene and remorselessly logical.
"Damn," Susan said. "Patient's gone into V–fib."
She and the nurse cut off the woman's pink waitress uniform, slicing it away at the arms. The nurse was a young man and his strength came in handy, shucking away the bunched cloth. He chucked the remnants into a yellow plastic box for police evidence, stooped to pick up a wallet that had fallen to the floor, and finished the cut–away.
"Let's go. Shock her," Susan said.
Six minutes had elapsed since she started massage. The nurse handed her the defibrillator paddles. She checked the ECG display nearby and saw that she was getting irregular beats from Olin's heart, but nothing that settled into regularity. She fired the paddles. Chud! The body jerked, but the 'scope showed flatline.
Automatically she ran her hands down the woman's sternum to the landmark called the angle of Louis. She probed. "Let's ACD."
The nurse was there already with the molded gray cylinder, the hydraulic, power–assisted Active Compression and Decompression device. She positioned it, put her hand atop the mechanical diaphragm, and with a grunt started closed cardiac massage.
The heart is packed tightly between the backbone and the breastbone. She had felt it, a lump of inert tissue that had somehow decided not to go on. She had to persuade that muscular knot to start pulsing anew, tug it back into the thumping arena of life. The woman didn't seem to have lost a lot of blood, after all. Usually replacement of fluids and stimulation brought the heart back up. Usually. But behind the bland statistics lurked myriad special cases, patients with oddities of health or habit that all too often one only discovered too late.
She practiced an old mental exercise, thinking down into the woman's chest, through her hand, into the mass of unwilling muscle. Working through the ACD, a piston that amplified her effect, her hands pressed on the big breastbone. Susan thought of her working fingers, saw them sending into the woman's flesh bright yellow arrows of stimulant, rays of hope, crisp vibrant lightning.
She kept correct posture and concentrated on technique. All the mental focusing did no good if you goofed the essentials. Heel of the left hand coming down through the chuffing ACD, a third of the way up the breastbone. Take it easy on this old cartilage. Oh, and while you're at it, don't collapse her ribs.
Without blood circulation, the patient would begin to suffer damage from lack of oxygen. Her brain cells would begin their little deaths, starved for air, long before the more durable heart muscle began to deteriorate.
"Her name's Patricia Olin," the nurse said, jerking a thumb back over his shoulder. "See?—cops are waiting on this one."
Susan didn't bother to look. "Epinephrine," she ordered between strokes.
Hands came into her field of view, inserting intravenous lines in both arms, attaching catheters, taking a blood sample, all under the hope that she would restart the heart. With IVs, a brachial patch for fresh blood, a breathing tube down her throat and a ventilator working, Ms. Olin was being buried in technology.
Susan felt her focus of attention narrow, the familiar falling away of all noise, sights and smells that did not bear directly on the patient before her. The reeks and clangs and shouts faded. Every team leader wore a headset, which in theory was to help information flow faster, quieter. She suspected they also doubled as ear plugs.
Her own headset belatedly recited Patricia Olin's data, including an age of thirty–eight.Normally they came in already IDed. In a big crunch, niceties were set aside. A nurse had found Olin's insurance card and took it to a nearby optical reader, which would track down her records and risk factors. But that would probably be too late for Ms. Olin, she guessed.
She puffed regularly, knowing that she had to keep her own oxygen level high or else lose a slight edge in her performance. Around her the ER was filling up. More bloody cases came in on swiftly rolling gurneys. It was a big smashup at high speeds. A resident shot questions at an injured woman at the next work station, only feet away, shouting over the noise.
Susan gave herself over to a well–practiced rhythm: shock, massage, listen. Five times, ten. The monitor whispered that pH was dropping. "Sodium bicarb."
The nurse gave the injections into the heart's right ventricle as Susan resumed massaging. Two more tries with the defibrillator paddles. Seconds ticked on.
She ordered a dose of epinephrine given I.V. Another try. She blinked back stinging sweat. Some premature contractions that faded as she caught them on the scope.
Minutes stretched amid the babble and shouts and clatter swirling around her. Heart muscles moved on finer and finer scales, the overall movements ceasing. Dying. She stood in the eye of the hurricane, totally transfixed, concentrated, sending lances of waning hope down through her tiring fingers.
Wake up.
With some jolts from the paddles, Olin's arms flopped up and across her chest. It was as though for an instant the woman tried to seize control of herself and then her will wilted, helpless.
Fifteen tries.
Don't go.
She looked into Olin's face as she worked, though she knew you could tell little or nothing about a patient that way. The eyes might be the windows of the soul but they were of no help in reviving the body.
Patricia Olin's eyes fluttered for a moment, as delicately as the wavering of butterfly wings, as though she was struggling up from some shadowy quicksand that sucked her down into a black pit, away from the sweet sun and open air. The movement brought momentary life to her face. Despite what her hands told her, Susan felt a flicker of joy. If only—
But a glance at the scope showed no true, steady response in Olin's chest. It was so easy to misread a passing tremor as a positive sign. She peered at the waxy skin with its sheen of perspiration and tried, as she worked, to see within the slack–jawed face the fragile, multi–sided person that was still somewhere in this phlegmatic body, these slabs of muscle and bone that resisted her probing fingers.
Abruptly she thought of another body, of a muscular, big–boned, strong man. Her Roger. Always eagerly athletic, especially in bed, Roger had been massive, muscular, almost daunting to her at times, and he had fallen away from her just as suddenly as this, a coronary while jogging, of all the ridiculous—
Seventeen. No! Come back! Don't!
Eighteen tries.
Nineteen.
"Blood pressure?" she prompted the Diagnostics Package. It reassured her that the pressure was not dropping much. So Ms. Olin had suffered few ruptured blood vessels from hydrostatic shock.
"So why isn't she responding?" Susan spat back.
"There are no significant indicators at this time," the bland, flat headset voice said.
The voice was undoubtedly right and just as undoubtedly irritating. Sometimes patients simply did not fit the standard profile. Usually you never knew why until after the autopsy. If then.
Last chance time. "Okay, let's open her up."
Things moved in a blur then, as if she were under water.
Closed–chest massage was moderately effective. She had considered using one of the "thumper" gadgets which sat on the patient's chest and delivered an optimal pressure pulse. But something in her liked hands–on medicine, even through an ACD. And anyway, her research side reminded her, the latest data didn't show them to be all that great.
So Susan "zipped her open," cutting swiftly through the left side of the chest with the big cutters. Patricia Olin's heart was a sullen red lump. She narrowed her field of view to it and seized the slippery knot with one hand. For a silent, dreamlike time she labored at the inert ball of muscle. All her will bore down through her hands...and it all came to nothing.
There came at last a moment when she wiped sweat away from her brow, panting, and glanced up. The attendants around her were looking at each other. Bottles of intravenous fluids clustered atop their poles, like ugly fruit on stripped trees.
Slowly, unwillingly, Susan looked at the impersonal hands of the big white clock. It had been fifty–two minutes.
Defeat flooded into her like a dark weight.
"I...I guess that's...all."
Her fingers numb, she automatically checked the other patients, each the focus of a buzzing cluster. Other faculty had arrived from the university and were handling matters well. A nineteen–car pileup, someone told her, caused by a jackknifed truck.
When are they going to start regulating those damned trucks? Susan thought sharply. They do so much damage, so much...
A wave of sudden, inexplicable grief burst over her. She made herself walk stonily out through the ER, checking to see if there was anything she could do, and at the same time trying to hold back the tide of emotion.
She got herself out into the enameled light of the hallway, pushing the door open and leaning against it. The air out here seemed fresher. She longed to get outside, go for a quiet walk, feel the sting of the sun, gaze up into the pale, crystalline sky. She blew her nose, bringing swarming into her sinuses the astringent cleanser smell a hospital never lost. That seemed to clear her mind, to pull her up from the funnel of concentration, and the first thing she registered was a police officer asking her if Patricia Olin had said anything on the table.
Despite herself, she laughed. The thin cackle came out with unnerving force. Susan gulped and made herself say slowly, soberly, "She never regained consciousness. The heart stopped on her way in."
"I see, Ma’am," the patrol officer said, making a note. "We'll be getting in touch with you about this after—"
"Wait a minute. What happened to that woman?"
The officer blinked, his respect for physicians battling visibly in his face with reflexive caution. "It's an active case and I can't—"
"No, damn it, why was she in a dumpster?"
The officer's lips pursed and he relented. "We don't know. Just got a feedback, sayin' she worked in a Denny's up in the middle of the county. Walked out the back early this mornin'."
"And right into some bad luck," Susan said.
"Guess so, Doctor. That's all I know."
She thanked him and pressed her back flat against the cool wall again. Aches seeped out of her. Slowly she noticed a hospital administrator nearby speaking in low, soft, sympathetic words.
But not to her. The target of this professional solace was a stocky woman in a honey blouse and brown skirt one size too small for her. The administrator was a thin, soft–spoken man gently trying to steer the woman into one of the small waiting rooms. The woman would have none of this.
"I want to see my daughter immediately!" she cried, snatching her arm away from the man's grasp. She turned abruptly to Susan. "Where is she?"
"Who?" Susan asked automatically. She felt for a door handle, preparing to retreat into the ER. She did not feel like dealing with relatives just now.
"Olin. Patricia Olin," the woman said adamantly. "I got a call from you people, I'm Donna Olin, I live just down the road, got here as soon as—"
"Please, just step in here," the administrator beseeched.
"No, I have a right to know, I've been waiting and I want—"
The woman stopped, mouth open, eyes widening, her irises like brown islands floating in lakes of white. Susan realized that the woman could see through the doorway behind her, to where the team had already drawn a sheet over the patient's face.
Or had they? Susan turned and saw that the team was still tending to the body, its face uncovered.
When she looked back the woman seemed to wilt, swaying like a willow in a savage, silent wind. She babbled, crying between bursts of incoherent words. Susan put a hand out to comfort her and was brushed aside. The administrator was speaking slowly in low, calm tones, but the woman heard nothing, her eyes rolling in their sockets, lungs laboring, pale lips pulled back in a crooked grimace. Suddenly she snapped to attention, turned and struck the wall with a open hands. Furiously she beat the hard plaster in a sudden tornado of emotion, as if trying to drive the ER itself away. She shouted, cursed, kicked at the wall—and then collapsed, knees splaying outward, arms limp, making no attempt to cushion her fall.
Susan stood frozen, her mind whirling in an empty, frictionless void. The Olin woman struggled to get back up, her face closed in upon her own misery.
"No, no, I won't have that." Her mouth sagged as she argued emphatically with the air, focusing on nobody. "You can't say that."
"Say what, Mrs. Olin?" the administrator asked calmly.
"That she's—that she's just—" She gulped, blinked. With visible effort she pulled herself up, took a deep breath, her mouth firming. "...gone."
"If you'll kindly step this way...a little privacy..." Smoothly the thin man led her into a small waiting room.
No matter what you did, Susan thought, there was always some detail. No matter how efficient and sanitized and crisply run, in a hospital each death had some cruel, nasty detail. It might be minor, trivial, but it snagged in the mind and left a scar on the memory. And sometimes it was something sudden and awful, like this, as vivid as spurting crimson blood. This mother would carry this scene to her own grave. Such things happened. They had to. They arose from the noise and hurry and crowding of a place where daily, hourly, people died among strangers.
Susan made herself go back into the ER. She would be no good at comforting Mrs. Olin. That was what the buffer of assistants around so many doctors was for, though no one every said so explicitly.
She stood silently and felt the hubbub ebbing in the ER, tension trickling away into rivulets of talk and cleanup jobs. To her relief, she was no longer needed. She told the operations chief that she was leaving, ignoring his puzzled glance. Her face must be giving away a lot.
A clerk stopped her as she left, guiding her to a small cubicle. She punched in on her phone and her mind went on automatic, making the case report. The story tumbled out, data and treatment and impersonal slabs of facts. Robo–Doc. Strangely, it helped.
She climbed the external stairs slowly back to her office. The Saddleback Valley stretched like a jumbled–up board game, buildings jutting up through a white haze. The indians had called this the Valley of Smokes, she recalled, because of the dry dust stirred incessantly by winds from the deserts to the east. Smog tinted this a ruddy brown and brought a prickling to her nose. Three stories below, palm trees lined the sweeping emergency driveway. A gust set their fronds to clattering, a sound both natural and strangely alien, like the clicking, impatient language of giant insects.
Only when Susan closed the door to her office did she notice that she still wore her bloody rubber gloves. She pulled them off and collapsed into her chair, a Norwegian leather tilt–back with a footrest that popped out. She needed the comfort. Her back muscles tensed up while standing at the operating table, storing her knotted frustrations, and then they protested hours later with stabbing spikes of pain.
Things had been going a bit too fast for her. The revival of Sparkle, the emergency in ER, the terrible way she had slipped up and let Mrs. Olin get the news... She knew she would relive those awful moments in dreams for weeks.
She needed a break. No company just now, thanks, no quick coffee in the cafeteria. Something to take her out of herself.
The pleasure of working at a teaching hospital lay in the students and the research. An ordinary, workaday hospital dealt with the steady, awesome responsibilities of medicine. A university hospital did, too—but it also had in its bones the brimming promise of the unknown. Future ERs would see the same tragedies, pain, and grief, unless medical research found better ways of dealing with trauma.
With a beep her printer started sliding forth the typescript of her case report on Patricia Olin. Machine–translated from her voice code groups, it would probably be ninety–eight percent accurate, requiring only a quick scan. At the moment she did not feel like facing even that.
Time for a little fun. With a distinct tingle of anticipation, Susan plucked her working notebook from its slot in the bookshelf. She used a notebook–style computer which allowed her to write on the screen with a stylus. In an age of marvels, she still liked methods that echoed the jottings she had made as a schoolgirl.
She "refreshed" her notebook's memory from the big desktop computer where she kept her permanent records. Disks hummed to each other in their insect drone. Just as the transfer ended, something caught her eye. The systems log–in table, which kept track of her additions and editings, had an entry from two hours ago.
She had been with patients then, as scheduled.
Which meant that somehow, somebody had gotten into her files. When they knew she would be doing her rounds with the interns, not running any programs herself.
She tapped in commands, but there was no trace of what the intruder had done. No files missing. None even edited.
She sighed in relief. No damage, then. An accident, maybe? Her general directory was open to official additions, as per policy. Some misdirected inquiry from the hospital's main computer?
Or maybe not.
A chilly shiver ran through her. Sour, nauseated anger licked in her belly, a blood–deep, visceral revulsion at the violation of her private records. She gritted her teeth, whispered swear words. With leaden certainty she knew what had happened here. Some cunning snoop had broken in, looked around, and left.
Who? Why? Not a malicious vandal, or else her data would be scrambled, notes deleted, texts chopped and confused.
But her files could have been copied, of course. If the intruder wanted to steal her research. Or simply to know what it was.
Susan felt a gray, sinking dread. Yes—to know what it was.
She had heard the distant whispers of scuttlebutt about her work. Most of it came because she worked by herself, a woman alone, and didn't talk shop. There was no one here in her field, after all. But that didn't stop nasty rumors.
All the snooper had left was this single footprint in her log–in table. Which meant he was pretty good. Not expert, but good. Any competent technician or physician could have done it. In and out—for reasons she would never know.
But the chilly, bone–deep anger still churned in her belly. Scientific research was often abstract, aloof—but this was a digital rape, and she felt age–old, burning rage. For long moments she sat shock–still, mouth a grim line, fists clenched, nails biting into her palms.
Then decades of training took over. Resolutely, she unknotted her hands, stood, walked around, worked the stiffness out of her spine, yawned to stretch the rigidity from her face. Fight it, girl.
With a great, cleansing exhale she got rid of it all—the speculations, anger, worry and anxious dread. Only a thin, ominous cloud hung at the back of her mind.
Physicians learned to drop segments of their lives into compartments, bang the doors shut, and come back later—if ever. She used that now. After getting control of her breathing, and staring for a long moment into space, she was okay. She sat down, opened computer files, picked up her stylus, and began reviewing her work. Dive on in. Don't let anything steal this from you, swindle away the simple pleasure of worthy labor.
On the University of California campus at Irvine, she was the only faculty member working on cryopreservation—the techniques of freezing and storing tissues for later use. She was hot on a major advance now—Sparkle's groggy but solid revival had proved that. She had done successful trials with lab mice, sure—but a dog was far harder. Alex had talked her into suspending Sparkle, using the classic argument—look, she's going to die anyway—and practical, hard–nosed Susan had secretly expected to fail.
The crucial factor was a new class of specially developed chemicals she had developed—'trans–glycerols'. They had enabled Sparkle's cells to let their water escape as they were cooled, over a month ago. That had kept them from rupturing as Sparkle's water froze, because the ice then formed outside the cells.
In the cells lay the body's true structure. Function and memory were intricately housed in the little building blocks of all living beings. "Freezer burn" was nothing more than the microscopic ripping apart of cells as water expanded, turning to ice, slicing across membranes. It was like blowing up a balloon inside a room, pushing through the walls of ordered cell, fracturing the order that sheltered the family within.
Defeating that damage was the key. And she had done it.
As she worked over the notes from Sparkle's revival she felt a quickening, the old sensation that came seldom but was never forgotten: the moment when you discover something about the way the world is made, see it true and square. And you glimpse it before anyone else, like a high, distant valley unknown to humanity, its riches uncharted.
She sat back, her stylus working quickly on her notebook screen, filling in details from Sparkle's revival before they fled from memory. The most minor change in procedure could be crucial. She sometimes felt like Sherlock Holmes, obsessively noting what sometimes seemed like pointless trivia. Holmes had routinely counted the number of steps into a building, noted railroad timetables down to the exact minute, cataloged the colors and smells of countless muds and tobaccos, had been able to trace them from a few grains left by a villain.
She counted drops of solutions, noted the settings on instruments, knew the subtle tints of tissues under stress. Well, maybe it wasn't so odd. Arthur Conan Doyle, the creator of Holmes, had started out as a physician.
"Ah," she said aloud, "if only I had a Watson."
For some reason this made her mind veer into a familiar swamp of emotion. Roger.
They had been married nearly twenty years, had gone from early zesty passion to settled, comfortable intimacy. And then death's sharp scythe had cut him down with a heart attack. A quick death, the kind people called "merciful," as if being jerked into oblivion was something to be wished for. He had been her Watson, in a way, an amusing, dear sidekick — as well as an ardent lover. Her special hero.
There was a knock at her door. She was still half–immersed in her thoughts when she opened it to find Sidney Blevin, a colleague. Not a candidate for Watson, no, she thought.
She had never gotten through Blevin's cool, professional veneer to see what kind of human lurked beneath. He had a narrow face, hawkish nose, and sallow cheeks. Like many physicians, he kept rather poor care of himself. He sported a paunch ill–disguised by the baggy maroon sweater he wore beneath a lab coat, and his stringy arms spoke of little exercise. His hooded eyes studied her for an instant as though she were a specimen under a CT scan. As an oncologist, he read those three–dimensional hieroglyphics with ease.
"Susan," he said abruptly, "I've got the scoop here on your patient, Lowenthal."
"Oh, good." She waved him to a chair.
She had called in Blevin to consult on the detailed CT scan of a woman Susan had admitted yesterday. Marie Lowenthal was a mother of three, married, forty–four—only a year younger than Susan. She had a persistent fever and vague abdominal symptoms. Marie had ignored her illness until it became obvious to her husband that she wasn't just having a bout with the flu.
"Here's the goods," Blevin said, advancing to her work table and calling up pictures from the hospital's top–of–the–line diagnostics. On her large, high–resolution wall screen the details were razor sharp.
"As you can see—" Blevin started to take her through the details, but she silently held up a hand.
The moment of first seeing fresh data was precious to her. Raw numbers spoke a subtle, supple language all their own. Graphs, charts, lab indices, a whirling blizzard of detail—she always sensed these as voices, some shouting, others whispering softly. It was easy to simply listen to the shouts.
Usually, the loud, obvious answer was also the right one. But not always. So Susan cherished this moment when she could turn her ear to the data by herself, listen for the quiet, telling murmurs.
The most common known cause of fever was infection, and the most common unknown cause of fever was infection. Many infections were hard to find. But fever could also arise from a hyperactive thyroid, from drug use, from a brain hemorrhage, from deep malignancy. An infection could hide in some cranny of the body for a long time, then reach the bloodstream, sending a shower of bacteria raging through the patient, shooting her temperature up. Then the body's defenses responded, white cells devouring the offending infection. By the time the patient came in, the bacteria which caused the fever were gone, making diagnosis difficult.
So Susan had asked for an intricate inspection of Marie Lowenthal, bringing to bear the full resources of UCI's technology. And it had found what she most feared. This time the data shouted at her, and today, especially, it was not a truth she wished to hear.
"Big one," Blevin said casually. "Sitting right in the tail of the pancreas, tight and snug."
"Yes," Susan said, her face stony.
"Want to see it in 3D?"
She sighed. "No."
"Some interesting features," he prodded.
"Not necessary."
"She complain about any pain?"
"No...no."
"Funny. This far along, this big, they usually hurt."
Susan bit her lip. "She's a busy mother. Three children — she had to bring them with her on her office visit. A husband who works long hours. She probably suppressed it."
"Ummm." Blevin's hawk nose nearly touched the slick CAT sheets as his finger traced the hints left by the malignancy.
It is like Sherlock Holmes, in a way, she thought. We're hunting down the murderer. Not that swollen tumor. That's merely the weapon that will pull down a bustling, loving mother and wife. The true crime is committed by nature itself.
"Pretty far along, I'd say." Blevin blinked owlishly. "Look at the detail these new computer programs give us! Aren't they great?"
"Yes. Great."
"Sure you don't want to see the 3D?"
Susan looked at Blevin's pale, oily nose as if it were a sickly fish from a deep, dark sea. Patients often complained that doctors weren't interested in them, only in their diseases. For a hovering, slow moment she felt for Blevin a sour metallic dislike, pooling in her mouth like the taste of aluminum foil caught in her teeth.
"I said no."
"Surprised it took this long to give her a fever."
"I imagine she's been ignoring the symptoms for some time," Susan said stiffly.
"Well, she's a goner."
Susan bit her lip, said nothing.
"You looked at the stats on this type?"
"Yes..."
"Two months I'd give her, tops."
"Chemo?"
"This type, no percentage in it. Just make her throw up every five minutes for the rest of her life—which will be short. You going to be straight with her about that?"
"Probably."
"Dead meat, I'd say."
Susan's lips compressed into a thin, bloodless line. "Get out."
Blevin looked up from his sheets, eyes startled. "What?"
"I said get out. Now."
"Hey, there's no call for you to—"
"I don't refer to my patients that way. Ever."
He sneered. "You get too involved with them, I'd say."
"I care, of course." She struggled with conflicting emotions. The desire to be professional and distant. Her memory of Patricia Olin. Of Marie Lowenthal's children and their naked, hollow–eyed fear.
"Remember to keep your professional distance, Doctor. Taking everything personally, it impairs your judgment."
"Go. Just go."
Blevin gave her an odd look, slipped his pages into a folder and left. Numbly she watched him go, knowing that she had committed a stupid, rude, unprofessional mistake. But her mouth refused to open and apologize, to say anything at all. She was already thinking of what she would have to say to Marie Lowenthal, and somehow it was simply too much to bear.
Life was like a long march, an endless column of forlorn souls moving forward through surrounding dark. Nobody knows where you're going but there is plenty of talk and the fools pretend to understand more than they're saying. There is merry laughter, too, and somebody is always passing a bottle around. But now and then somebody stumbles, doesn't catch himself right, and falls back a ways. Or just lurches aside and is gone, left behind. The dead. For them the march stops at that moment. Maybe they have a while longer, lying back there on the hard ground, already wreathed in fog—time to watch the parade dwindle away, carrying its lights and music and raucous jokes.
For us the dropouts are back there somewhere, she thought, fixed in a murky landscape we're already forgetting.
They fell further behind every day. She could recall others who had stayed behind, years ago. With a little sigh or a grunt of agony or just a flickering of fevered eyelids, they left the march. And now they didn't know the latest jokes or the savor of a fresh bottle of wine, or even what the hottest rumors were about. The march saddens as you go on. You remember them back there, wish you could tell them what's up nowadays, share a laugh or a lie.
And you knew that someday you would catch an ankle and go down and the murk would swallow you, too. Maybe it would be better if you didn't have that puzzled, startled moment of staring at the retreating heads, the faces already turning away from you. Maybe it was best if you couldn't hear that last parting round of hollow laughter from a joke you would never know, the golden lantern light already shining on them and not on you.
And it will happen to everyone you have known or ever will, Susan thought. Somehow she never got used to that.
And now she had to go up to see Marie Lowenthal.
~~~~
4
KATHRYN
Immortality Incorporated was a two–story modular industrial prefab, like thousands of others in Orange County. Kathryn recognized the standard off–white paneling bolstered by gray cinder block facade, all enclosing the usual boring industrial square footage on a concrete slab. Behind these rectangular certainties, native scrub and spindly eucalyptus seemed to swarm down from a high ridge line like a fluid, following channels carved by runoff. At the base of the hill the thick vegetation parted, as though to keep a respectful distance from the building. She caught the crisp odor of citronella. A gust brought a thin flavoring of distant orchards. This southern California semi–desert had an ageless, eternal quality, the dry feel of centuries sliding by unnoticed.
Appropriate, Kathryn thought. Immortality took a long time.
The building stood alone at the flaring mouth of what she would have called a gully or dry wash, but out here had to be termed an arroyo. Behind it she could see a backup electrical generator and chemical storage racks, all enclosed behind heavy chain fencing.
The only interesting touch was a band of mirror glass across the front at ground level. As she crossed the narrow parking lot she saw herself, hips swaying a bit more than she liked. Sexy Sadie—not the best image for first day on the job, no. Remember to watch that.
She had long ago admitted that her relationship to mirrors was like that of politicians to opinion polls, so she allowed herself the luxury of a full, long look. Overall, a solid B, maybe B+. The yellowish sunlight set off her auburn hair nicely and her Navaho bracelet picked up the turquoise splashes in her patterned blouse. The off–white wrap skirt did not call attention to her B– legs, which she had not yet had time to tan to the southern California norm. She lifted her arms and did a turn, checking how the blouse tucked in the back. A–, maybe. The ensemble struck a sleek contrast with the rugged hills and Santiago Canyon Road, which wriggled like a black snake into the distance. The overall effect reminded her of the stark black–and–white ads in Vogue—vaguely hostile women displaying themselves, with bare–chested guys in mirrorshades lounging around looking tough. She stopped before the silvered wall and combed her glinting hair with long fingers, twisted her mouth to see if her cherry–pink lipstick was right—great, a clear A—and then realized that anyone behind this one–way glass could be laughing at her. Feeling suddenly self conscious, she pressed the doorbell.
After a long wait a tall, muscular man opened the door and peered out with a distracted look.
"Mr. Cowell? I've come to visit the facility? And I—"
"Oh yes," Alex Cowell said vaguely. He had a square nose and lean good looks. His hair was fluffed up in the back, a cow lick barely suppressed, and his moustache was just long enough to suggest a man who cared little for his appearance and did his laundry when he ran out of socks.
"Oh, yes, right." Distracted, he glanced toward the rear of the building, from which came the faint cycle of pumps.
A bit nerdy, she thought. Rimless plastic lenses perched on his broad nose, giving him a curiously professorial look despite his cutoff jeans, torn blue T–shirt, and old air–heeled Nikes worn without socks.
As he stood aside she stepped by, getting a pleasant smell of musky maleness from him. She stood in the cool, still air of an unremarkable anteroom crowded by a Midway desk and gray steel chairs, but the walls caught her attention. Photographs filled one entire wall, mostly middle–aged men and women beaming at the camera, some in military uniforms, others caught fishing or playing sports.
Somehow, until these photographs, the reality of it had not hit her. And they're all here, in a way, she thought. Or at least some hope still rests here.
When she had applied for this job, straight from the classifieds, and first realized what Immortality Incorporated did, part of her had lurched back in horror. They really do freeze people. It's not a joke. But times were tough, and to save money to continue her college, she needed another part–time job to stack alongside her twenty hours a week at Fashion Circus. That was the hassle—nobody hired full–time these days if they could help it, to avoid paying all the benefits.
She had always believed her high school teachers—you could find out just about anything using the library. After reading up on the company, some cryonics history, and checking out their financial structure, her initial reaction — what a bunch of creeps! — had ebbed away.
She glanced back at Cowell. Kathryn believed in instinctive attractions, and this man definitely had the right stuff. Sure, this was a job, but life was short; she decided to have some fun with him. Cowell's name had come up in her library search on I2 and cryonics. He was legendary among cryonicists, Cowell the controversial, known for his remorseless dedication. Well, girl, she thought, let's keep the legend off balance.
She broke this line of thought and turned to him. "Nice shirt."
She almost laughed at his disconcerted reaction. "Huh?"
"Ah, one of those men who never notices what he wears."
A guarded look. "I wouldn't say that."
"Much less what a woman wears."
"Like that dress?" he counter–attacked.
"Ha! This isn't a dress, it's a skirt and blouse."
"Well..." He was a man who lived by technical distinctions, she could see that, and he was looking for a way out of this one. "Who cares?"
Ah, the So What argument. "Who cares? You're trying to impress the public, sell them an idea that sounds like an out–take from Night of the Living Dead, and you say who cares?"
"We want people who don't go by appearances," he said stiffly.
"But everybody goes by appearances." She smiled and sat on the corner of the green steel desk, feeling herself get into the swing. "You've got a look, whether you know it or not."
"So what's my 'look' say?"
She pretended to study him, starting at the face and moving down. Nice strong thighs, actually, she thought, allowing herself a little fun by extending her assessing gaze just a fraction too long. Sure enough, he reddened. "That outfit? Bleached–out jean cutoffs, tough–guy shirt, jogging shoes, scruffy moustache, shady eyes? You're saying, 'Yo, I'm a drug dealer.'"
A wry smile. "If only I made a drug dealer's income."
"You want to appear rich but unassuming, go for the Army Surplus look."
"I thought the rich wore designer sweat suits."
"Never. Psychologists and professional vegetarians, yes."
"You think you can dope out who people are by what they wear?"
The obvious truth of this was a central axiom of her life, of course, but she could see admitting it would be a tactical error. The nap of fabrics, the heft of shoulder pads, choice of hemline, a subtle gathering at a bodice—all these carried such complex import, freighting every gesture with added meanings, that she was sometimes surprised that people could talk and look at each other at the same time. But she confined herself to saying, "I can read the obvious."
"Okay." He leaned against the wall, arms crossed in a standard judgmental–protective signal. "Read me."
"Ummm." Again she let her eyes run over his face, clothes, posture. "I'd say you were reasonably well educated, probably college degree, work with your hands a lot, have a sense for detail, thirty years old, unmarried but fool around."
He blinked. Bulls eye! she thought. "What's that mean, fool around?"
"It means you're not dead." She gestured at the pictures on the wall. "Unlike your clients."
"Patients. Suspension patients." He corrected her automatically, still thinking over her assessment. "You know, you weren't far wrong..."
About fooling around? she thought. Let's hope so, un–ladylike though that might be. Actually, she could deduce much more about women from their clothes. Men's wear was so predictable, off–the–shelf, boring. Men looked at cars as glamorous, and clothes as something that got them around. Women looked at cars as something that got them around—preferably to clothes, which were glamorous. Kathryn could glance at a woman wearing a dress on the street and instantly make a good guess at where she'd bought it, and why, what her house looked like, income level, what books she read (if any), and even a fair stab at how often she had sex.
Kathryn said in a lousy gypsy accent, "I have the all–seeing eye."
"Ummm. Couldn't be that you knew most of it already?" he asked slyly.
Well, the jig was up. Might as well wring a little more coquettishness out of it, though. "How could I?"
"Just now, at the door, I figured you were a call–in, somebody who saw that TV program on us last week and wanted to look us over."
"Why did you think that?"
He grinned. "The way you're dressed."
"Pattern turquoise blouse, white sheath skirt, red pumps, no stockings? Everyday wear."
"In Hollywood, maybe. Not here."
She smiled. "Okay, I'll 'fess up. I'm Kathryn Sheffield."
The effect was less than ego–boosting. Alex Cowell looked blank, then rolled his eyes skyward, recalling data from long–term storage. "Oh yes. Zeeman told me you'd come by."
"Right. I just moved here. I answered your ad for a part–time job. Mr. Zeeman hired me, twenty hours a week."
"Oh yeah. You were the only one who applied."
"More food for the ego."
"Your file's somewhere around here," he gestured vaguely. "Med tech trainee, right?"
"Sort of. General go–fer might be closer."
"You know much about us?"
"You're in the newspapers a lot, mostly about lawsuits." The State of California was resisting allowing cryonics as a permissible means of "body disposal," as the LA Times put it.
His jaw stiffened. "We'll get through it."
Cryonics was a beleaguered faith, and only the utterly convinced had held to it through the years, building a few companies devoted to its ideas. She admired his resolute understatement, but on the other hand, this was the time to draw the line. "I, uh, should tell you that I'm not really a..."
"Believer?" Alex grinned. "Not necessary. Just do your job."
"I'm not hostile, don't get that idea. I mean, it's interesting. I need the work, to be honest. This recession is pretty bad. But the ideas, they're...interesting."
"Just so you're not opposed to it." Alex shrugged with good humor. She saw that beneath the nerdy veneer he was in fact quite a handsome man, with a strong, wedge jaw and dark, intense eyes. Many men poured themselves into interesting jobs and became couch potatoes who looked as though they ate exclusively at McDonald’s, but Alex had a lean, compact grace. Vegetarian, she guessed.
"Glad to have you here." He stuck out a hand, glancing back toward the interior.
His grasp was warm and strong, and he gave her a quick, flashing smile that seemed to imply some acceptance, some unspoken understanding."It's Doctor Cowell, isn't it?"
He waved this away. "Biochemistry—marginally useful here, at best. I did my thesis in longevity studies, lab rats galore. After a postdoc at Stanford I got tired of routine stuff, wanted to follow my instincts."
"You do research here?"
"Sure. Nothing the National Institute of Health will fund, though." Again the broken grin.
Something told her that he had come to Immortality Incorporated along a hard path. There was a coiled energy in him, the kind of gnarled tension that can lead to great deeds or, turned inward, can simply fray into neurosis, nervous tics and obsession. Alex didn't have those signatures. He was casual in his cutoffs, not bottled up inside a lab coat or a three–piece suit, like some Ph.D.s she knew. After all, Einstein didn't wear socks.
So she drew him out, getting the story about how a bomb blast had drawn him into saving lives, leading eventually to cryonics. "Frankly," she said, "a name like Immortality Incorporated isn't great public relations—sounds like whackos."
"Yeah, I agree. But the company was founded in the first big spurt of enthusiasm for cryonics, the 1960s. The old–timers like Zinnes make us newer types keep the name as a sort of in–your–face raspberry to the State Medical Board."
They spent a half hour filling out paperwork to the strains of Def Leppard. Boyd Zeeman, the president of I2, had hired her in the office of his Huntington Beach pharmacy, after checking her references. Their fragile finances dictated their style, limping along with a few poorly paid on–site people, while volunteers stood ready to assist when a suspension occurred. Their membership was climbing exponentially. "Last year, '94, we reached five hundred members and did eight suspensions. Most of the time it's pretty dead around here, though, so you'll work with just me and a few others."
Pretty dead around here? But unconscious humor wasn't on for today; Alex was focused, quick. By the time he was done with the details, Kathryn had forgiven him for forgetting about her arrival. He was still distracted, and immediately said, "Look, maybe you should start on some simple job first, but I need help right now."
"With what?" Games were over.
"Got a dog back there, need to do some fluid cycling."
"I'm don't know much—"
"I'll show you what to do."
He led her back through a maze of medical equipment. I–Squared was the flagship organization of the admittedly rather skimpy cryonics fleet. He pointed out that they had much more equipment than their northern California competitor, CrossTime Corporation—endless tall steel–gray cabinets of backup gear, gleaming gadgets, ample stocks of supplies. "Beefed up our capability all through the '80s. Started research then, too—until then it was a freeze–and–hope project, I'm afraid. I got into it to explore the basic ideas."
"But you could've done more, uh, mainstream research."
"You nearly said 'legitimate', right?"
"No, 'respectable'."
"I wanted to be part of a real revolution in how we think about death. See, the thing I learned back in that Tokyo airport was that I think like a cryonicist. I'm not afraid of death—I hate it."
His sudden ferocity startled her. "What's the difference?"
"Plenty. Fear paralyzes you. Hate you can do something about."
They passed through a long, high bay with a sheet metal roof. At first she did not recognize the tall, imposing cylinders there for what they were. Then she saw the heavily styrofoam–insulated pipes and red–handled gate valves and felt the slight chill. Here they were—the suspension patients. They had given themselves over to Immortality Incorporated after being declared clinically dead, and now coasted through their dreamless hours in liquid nitrogen. They dwelled in conditions colder than any place in the entire solar system, save the frigid outer planets. Only in such chill would time's erosions cease.
Kathryn had already wrestled with the whole spookarama of cryonics, the emotional baggage—associations with empty–eyed zombies and musty graves, creepy spider–web necrophilia, horrid smells, squishy stuff underfoot and things that go bump in the night. So she was surprised when she felt a sudden, strong reaction to the cool actuality of this place.
The blackness clutched at her for an instant then, the old dread feelings. Her eyes squeezed shut.
When she was six years old, her aunt Henny had come back from a trip to Europe with a used bobby's cape. Just the stylish thing, aunt Henny had said, and without warning had thrown the heavy woolen weight over Kathryn's head. Sudden darkness, the thick swarming odor of damp wool, the vanishing of the sunny living room—and the jagged terror had welled up in her, the months of numb politeness stripped away. She had fought against the bobby's cape, tripped on a chair, fell. But the weight and dark stayed with her, seemed to wriggle up her nostrils with a moist, cloying insistence. She had screamed, My mommy's dying! —and thrashed and shrieked and grunted against the dark weight and finally, when they got the cape off her, sobbed. In the still–bright living room the adult faces were white, stiff, big–eyed.
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