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* * * *

From the playground came the sound of laughter. 
   
A gusty night wind was sweeping the park, and the light at the edge of the picnic grounds swung crazily. Distorted shadows came and went, rushing past as the wind pushed the light to the end of its arc, then sliding back jerkily. 
   
Again the laughter rang out, Kid this time Norb identified the creaking sound that accompanied it. Someone was using the swing. Nervously he peered around the swaying branches of the bush, but he saw no one. 
   
He heard a click. Danny had drawn his knife. Hastily Norb fumbled for his own. The slender weapon felt awkward in his hand, even after all the hours of practice. 
   
“It’ll be easy,” Danny had said. “There’s always some jerk in the park after dark—they never learn.” Norb shivered and gripped the knife more tightly. 
   
Then he saw them—a young couple walking hand in hand among the trees. Danny chuckled softly, and Norb relaxed somewhat. Danny was right—this would be a cinch. 
   
“You take the girl,” Danny whispered. 
   
Norb nodded. All they had to do was wait—the couple was headed right toward them. They were high school kids, no more than fifteen or sixteen, walking slowly with their heads together, whispering and giggling. Norb swallowed and tensed himself. 
   
“Now!” Danny hissed. 
   
They were upon them before the kids had time to react. Danny jerked the boy backward and threw him to the ground. Norb grabbed the back of the girl’s collar and held his knife at her throat. 
   
“Okay, just do what we say and nobody gets hurt,” snarled Danny. He pointed his knife at the boy’s face. “You got a wallet, kid?” 
   
The boy stared in mute terror at the knife. The girl made small whimpering sounds in her throat, and Norb tightened his hold on her collar. 
   
“Come on, come on! Your wallet!” 
   
From somewhere in the shadows, a woman’s voice rang out. “Leave them alone!” 
   
Norb whirled as a dark form charged into Danny and sent him sprawling. Oh God, he thought, we’ve been caught! As the boy leaped to his feet and started to run, Norb made a futile swipe at him with his knife. His grip on the girl must have relaxed, because she jerked free and followed the boy into the woods. 
   
Norb looked from the retreating kids to the two wrestling figures, his hands clenched in indecision. The dark form had Danny pinned to the ground. He was squirming desperately, but he couldn’t free himself. “Get her off me!” he cried. 
   
“Jesus!” Norb whispered helplessly. The kids had begun to scream for help. They’d rouse the whole neighborhood. 
   
“Norb!” screamed Danny. 
   
It was a command, and Norb hurled himself onto the woman. Twice he stabbed wildly at her back, but she only grunted and held on more tightly. He struck out again, and this time his knife sank deeply into soft flesh. Spurting blood soaked his hand and sleeve, and he snatched them away in horror. 
   
Danny rolled free. He got to his feet, and the two of them stood looking down at the woman. The knife was buried in the side of her throat. 
   
“Oh my God,” whimpered Norb. 
   
“You ass!” cried Danny. “Why didn’t you just pull her off? You killed her!” 
   
Norb stood paralyzed, staring down at the knife and the pulsing wound. Fear thickened in his throat, and he felt his stomach constrict. He was going to be sick. 
   
“You better run like hell. You’re in for it now.” 
   
Danny was gone. Norb wrenched his gaze from the body. On the other side of the playground, the kids were still calling for help. He saw car lights up by the gate, swinging into the park drive. 
   
Norb began to run. 
   
The gush of blood from the wound slowed abruptly and then stopped. The chest heaved several times with great intakes of air. Then it collapsed, and a spasm shook the body. In the smooth motion of a slowly tightening circle, it curled in on itself. The heart gave three great beats, hesitated, pumped once more, and was still. 
   
Norb caught up with Danny at the edge of, the woods. They stopped, panting, and looked in the direction of the car. It had come to a stop by the tennis courts, and, as they watched, the driver cut his motor and turned off his lights. 
   
“This way,” whispered Danny. “Come on.” 
   
As they headed across the road for the gate, the car’s motor suddenly started. Its lights came on, and it roared into a U-turn to rage after them. 
   
“It’s the cops!” Danny yelled. “Split up!” 
   
Norb was too frightened. Desperately he followed Danny, and the pair of them fled through the gate and turned along the street as the patrol car swung around the curve. Then Danny veered off, and Norb followed him through bushes and into a back yard. A dog began yelping somewhere. Danny scaled a fence and dropped into the adjoining back yard, and Norb followed, landing roughly and falling to his knees. 
   
He scrambled to his feet and collided with Danny, who was laughing softly as he watched the patrol car. It had turned around and was headed back into the park. 
   
The heart had not stopped. It was pumping—but only once every six minutes, with a great throb. At each pulse, a pinprick of light danced across the back of the eyelids. The wound attempted to close itself and tightened futilely around the intrusion of steel. A neck muscle twitched. Then another, but the knife remained. The tissue around the blade began contracting minutely, forcing it outward in imperceptible jerks. 
   
Officer Lucas parked near the playground and started into the trees. He could not have said what he was looking for, but neighbors had reported hearing cries for help, and the way those two punks had run told him they’d been up to something. He switched on his flashlight, delineating an overturned litter basket that had spewed paper across the path. The gusting wind tore at it, prying loose one fluttering fragment at a time. Cautiously he walked forward. Gray-brown tree trunks moved in and out of the illumination as he crept on, but he could see nothing else. 
   
He stumbled over an empty beer bottle, kicked it aside, and then stopped uncertainly, pivoting with his light. It revealed nothing but empty picnic tables and cold barbecue grills, and he was about to turn back when his beam picked out the body, curled motionless near a clump of bushes. Lucas ran forward and knelt beside the woman, shining his light on her face. 
   
The throat wound seemed to have stopped bleeding, but if the knife had sliced the jugular vein—he leaned closer to examine the laceration. Belatedly a thought occured to him, and he reached for the wrist. There was no pulse. He shone his light on the chest, but it was motionless. 
   
Lucas got to his feet and inspected the area hastily. Seeing no obvious clues, he hurried back to the patrol car. 
   
The heart throbbed again, and another pinprick of light jumped behind the woman’s eyelids. The tissues in the neck tightened further as new cells developed, amassed, and forced the blade a fraction of an inch outward. The wounds in the back, shallow and clean, had already closed. The lungs expanded once with a great intake of air. The knife jerked again, tilted precariously, and finally fell to the ground under its own weight. Immediately new tissue raced to fill the open area. 
   
The radio was squawking. Lucas waited for the exchange to end before picking up the mike. “Baker 23.” 
   
“Go ahead, Baker 23.” 
   
“I’m at Newberry Park, east end, I’ve got a 409 and request M.E.” 
   
“Confirmed, 23.” 
   
“Notify the detective on call.” 
   
“Clear, 23.” 
   
“Ten-four.” He hung up the mike and glanced back into the woods. Probably an attempted rape, he thought. She shouldn’t have fought. The lousy punks! Lucas rubbed his forehead fretfully. He should have chased them, dammit. Why hadn’t he? 
   
The heart was beating every three minutes now. The throat wound had closed, forming a large ridge under the dried blood. Cells multiplied at fantastic rates, spanning the damaged area with a minute latticework. This filled in as the new cells divided, expanded, and divided again. 
   
Lucas reached for his clipboard and flipped on the interior lights. He glanced into the trees once before he began filling in his report. A voice crackled on the radio, calling another car. His pen scratched haltingly across the paper. 
   
The heart was returning to its normal pace. The ridge on the neck was gone, leaving smooth skin. A jagged pattern of light jerked across the retinas. The fugue was coming to an end. The chest rose, fell, then rose again. A shadow of awareness nudged at consciousness. 
   
The sound of the radio filled the night again, and Lucas turned uneasily, searching the road behind him for approaching headlights. There were none. He glanced at his watch and then returned to the report. 
   
She became aware of the familiar prickling sensation in her limbs, plus a strange burning about her throat. She felt herself rising, rising—and suddenly awareness flooded her. Her body jerked, uncurled. Jeanette opened her eyes. Breathing deeply, she blinked until the dark thick line looming over her resolved itself into a tree trunk. Unconsciously her hand began to rub her neck, and she felt dry flakes come off on her fingers. 
   
Wearily she closed her eyes again, trying to remember: Those kids. One had a knife. She was in the park. Then she heard the faint crackle of a police radio. She rolled to her knees, and dizziness swept over her. She could see a light through the trees. Good God, she thought, he’s right over there! 
   
Jeanette rubbed her eyes and looked about her. She was lightheaded, but there was no time to waste. Soon there would be other police—and doctors. She knew. Moving unsteadily, at a crouch, she slipped away into the woods. 
   
Four patrol cars were there when the ambulance arrived. Stuart Crosby, the medical examiner, climbed out slowly and surveyed the scene. He could see half a dozen flashlights in the woods. The photographer sat in the open door of one of the cars, smoking a cigarette. 
   
“Where’s the body?” asked Crosby. 
   
The photographer tossed his cigarette away disgustedly. “They can’t find it.” 
   
“Can’t find it? What do you mean?” 
   
“It’s not out there. Lucas says it was in the woods, but when Kelaney got here, it was gone.” 
   
Puzzled, Crosby turned toward the flashlights. As another gust of wind swept the park, he pulled his light coat more closely about him and started forward resignedly—a tired white-haired man who should have been home in bed. 
   
He could hear Detective Kelaney roaring long before he could see him. “You half-ass! What’d it do, walk away?” 
   
“No, sir!” answered Lucas hotly. “She was definitely dead. She was lying right there, I swear it—and that knife was in her throat, I recognize the handle.” 
   
“Yeah? For a throat wound, there’s not much blood on it.” 
   
“Maybe,” said Lucas stubbornly, “but that’s where it was, all right.” 
   
Crosby halted. He had a moment of disorientation as uneasy memories stirred in the back of his mind. A serious wound, but not much blood . . . a dead body that disappeared . . . 
   
“Obviously she wasn’t dragged,” said Kelany. “Did you by chance, Officer Lucas, think to check the pulse? Or were you thinking at all?” 
   
“Yes, sir! Yes, I did! I checked the pulse, and there was nothing! Zero respiration, too. Yes, sir, I did!” 
   
“Then where is she?” screamed Kelaney. 
   
Another officer approached timidly. “There’s nothing out there, sir. Nothing at all.” 
   
“Well, look again,” snarled Kelaney. 
   
Crosby moved into the circle of men. The detective was running his hand through his hair in exasperation. Lucas was red-faced and defiant. 
   
Kelaney reached for his notebook. “All right, what did she look like?” 
   
Lucas straightened, eager with facts. “Twenty, twenty-two, Caucasian, dark hair, about five-six, hundred and twenty-five pounds. . .” 
   
“Scars or distinguishing marks?” 
   
“Yeah, as a matter of fact. There were three moles on her cheek—on her left cheek—all right together, right about here.” He put his finger high on his cheekbone, near his eye. Crosby felt the blood roar in his ears. He stepped forward. 
   
“What did you say, Lucas?” he asked hoarsely. 
   
Lucas turned to the old man. “Three moles, doctor, close to-gether, on her cheek.” 
   
Crosby turned away, his hands in his pockets. He took a deep breath. He’d always known she’d return some day, and here was the same scene, the same bewildered faces,the same accusations. Three moles on her cheek . . . it had to be. The wind ruffled his hair, but he no longer noticed its chill. They would find no body. Jeanette was back. 
   
The next morning, Crosby filed a Missing Persons Report 
   
“Send out an APB,” he told the sergeant. “We’ve got to find her.” The sergeant looked mildly surprised. “What’s she done?” 
   
“She’s a potential suicide. More than potential. I know this woman, and she’s going to try to kill herself.” 
   
The sergeant reached for the form. “Okay, Doc, if you think it’s that important. What’s her name?” 
   
Crosby hesitated. “She’s probably using an alias. But I can give a description—an exact description.” 
   
“Okay,” said the sergeant. “Shoot.” 
   
The bulletin went out at noon. Crosby spent the remainder of the day visiting motels, but no one remembered checking in a young woman with three moles on her cheek. 
   
Jeanette saw the lights approaching in the distance: two white eyes and, above them, the yellow and red points along the roof that told her this was a truck. She leaned back against the concrete support of the bridge, hands clenched behind her, and waited. 
   
It had been three nights since the incident in the park. Her shoulders sagged dejectedly at the thought of it. Opportunities like that were everywhere, but she knew that knives weren’t going to do it. She’d tried that herself—was it in Cleveland? A painful memory flashed for a moment, of one more failure in the long series of futile attempts—heartbreaking struggles in the wrong cities. But here... 
   
She peered around the pillar again. The eyes of the truck were closer now. Here, it could happen. Where it began, it could end. She inched closer to the edge of the support and crouched, alert to the sound of the oncoming truck. 
   
It had rounded the curve and was thundering down the long straightaway before the bridge. Joy surged within her as she grasped its immensity and momentum. Surely this . . . ! Never had she tried it with something so large, with something beyond her control. Yes, surely this would be the time! 
   
Suddenly the white eyes were there, racing under the bridge, the diesels throbbing, roaring down at her. Her head reared in elation. Now! 
   
She leaped an instant too late, and her body was struck by the right fender. The mammoth impact threw her a hundred feet in an arc that spanned the entrance ramp, the guideposts, and a ditch, terminating brutally in the field beyond. The left side of her skull was smashed, her arm was shattered, and four ribs were caved in. The impact of the landing broke her neck. 
   
It was a full quarter of a mile before the white-faced driver gained sufficient control to lumber to a halt. “Sweet Jesus,” he whispered. Had he imagined it? He climbed out of the rig and examined the dented fender. Then he ran back to the cab and tried futilely to contact someone by radio who could telephone the police. It was 3AM , and all channels seemed dead. Desperately he began backing along the shoulder. 
   
Rushes of energy danced through the tissues. Cells divided furiously, bridging gulfs. Enzymes flowed; catalysts swept through protoplasm: coupling, breaking, then coupling again. Massive reconstruction raged on. The collapsed half of the body shifted imperceptibly. 
   
The truck stopped a hundred feet from the bridge, and the driver leaped out. He clicked on his flashlight and played it frantically over the triangle of thawing soil between the entrance ramp and the expressway. Nothing. He crossed to the ditch andbegan walking slowly beside it. 
   
Bundles of collagen interlaced; in the matrix, mineral was deposited; cartilage calcified. The ribs had almost knit together and were curved loosely in their original crescent. Muscle fibers united and contracted in taut arches. The head jerked, then jerked again, as it was forced from its slackness into an increasingly firm position. Flexor spasms twitched the limbs as impulses flowed throughnewly formed neurons. The heart pulsed. 
   
The driver stood helplessly on the shoulder and clicked off the flashlight. It was 3:30, and no cars were in sight. He couldn’t find the body. He had finally succeeded in radioing for help, and nowall he could do was wait. He stared at the ditch for a moment before moving toward the truck. There had been a woman, he was sure. He’d seen her for just an instant before the impact, leaping forward under the headlights. He shuddered and quickened hispace to the cab. 
   
Under the caked blood, the skin was smooth and softly rounded. The heart was pumping her awake: Scratches of light behind the eyelids. Half of her body prickling, burning . . . A shuddering breath. 
   
Forty-seven minutes after the impact, Jeanette opened her eyes. Slowly she raised her head. That line in the sky . . . the bridge. She had failed again. Even here. She opened her mouth tomoan, but only a rasping sound emerged. 
   
Stuart Crosby swayed as the ambulance rounded a corner and sped down the street. He pressed his knuckles against his mouth and screamed silently at the driver: God, hurry, I know it’s her. 
   
He had slept little since the night in the park. He had monitored every call, and he knew that this one—a woman in dark clothes, jumping in front of a trucker’s rig—this one had to be Jeanette. It was her. She was trying again. Oh, God, after all these years she was still trying. How many times, in how many cities, had she fought to die? 
   
They were on the bridge now and he looked down on the figures silhouetted against the red of the flares. The ambulance swung into the entrance ramp with a final whoop and pulled up behind a patrol car. Crosby had the door open and his foot on the ground before they were completely stopped, and he had to clutch at the door to keep from falling. A pain flashed across his back. He regained his balance and ran toward a deputy who was playing a flashlight along the ditch. 
   
“Did you find her?” 
   
The deputy turned and took an involuntary step away from the intense, stooped figure. “No, sir, doctor. Not a thing.” 
   
Crosby’s voice failed him. He stood looking dejectedly down the expressway. 
   
“To tell you the truth,” said the deputy, nodding at the semi, “I think that guy had a few too many little white pills. Seeing shadows. There’s nothing along here but a dead raccoon. And he’s been dead since yesterday.” 
   
But Crosby was already moving across the ditch to the field beyond, where deputies swung flashlights in large arcs and a German shepherd was snuffling through the brittle stubble. 
   
Somewhere near here, Jeanette might be lying with a broken body. It was possible, he thought. The damage could have been great, and the healing slow. Or—a chill thought clutched at him. He shook his head. No. She wouldn’t have succeeded. She would still be alive, somewhere. If he could just see her, talk to her! 
   
There was a sharp, small bark from the dog. Crosby hurried forward frantically. His foot slipped and he came down hard, scraping skin from his palm. The pain flashed again in his back. He got to his feet and ran toward the circle of deputies. 
   
One of the men was crouched, examining the cold soil. Crosby ran up, panting, and saw that the ground was stained with blood. She’d been here. She’d been here! 
   
He strained to see across the field and finally discerned, on the other side, a road running parallel to the expressway. But there were no cars parked on it. She was gone. 
   
After he returned home, his body forced him to sleep, but his dreams allowed him no rest. He kept seeing a lovely young woman, with three moles on her cheek—a weeping, haunted, frantic woman who cut herself again and again and thrust the mutilated arm before his face for him to watch in amazement as the wounds closed, bonded, and healed to smoothness before his eyes. In minutes. 
   
God, if she would only stop crying, stop pleading with him, stop begging him to find a way to make her die—to use his medical knowledge somehow, in some manner that would end it for her. She wanted to die. She hated herself, hated the body that imprisoned her. 
   
How old was she then? How many years had that youthful body endured without change, without aging? How many decades had she lived before life exhausted her and she longed for the tranquillity of death? 
   
He had never found out. He refused to help her die, and she broke away and fled hysterically into the night. He never saw her again. There followed a series of futile suicide attempts and night crimes with the young woman victim mysteriously missing—and then . . . nothing. 
   
And now she was back. Jeanette! 
   
He found himself sitting up in bed, and he wearily buried his face in his hands. He could still hear the sound of her crying. He had always heard it, in a small corner of his mind, for the last thirty years. 
   
The street sign letters were white on green: HOMER. Jeanette stood for a long while staring at them before she turned to walk slowly along the crumbling sidewalk. A vast ache filled her chest as she beheld the familiar old houses. 
   
The small, neat lawns had been replaced by weeds and litter. Bricks were missing out of most of the front walks. The fence was gone at the Mahews’. Jim Mahew had been so proud the day he brought home his horseless carriage, and she’d been the only one brave enough to ride in it. Her mother had been horrified. 
   
This rambling old home with the boarded up windows was the Parkers’. The house was dead now. So was her playmate, Billy Parker—the first boy she knew to fight overseas and the first one to die. The little house across the street had been white when old Emma Walters lived there. She had baked sugar cookies for Jeanette, and Jeanette had given her a May basket once, full of violets. She must have died a long time ago. Jeanette’s hand clenched. A very long time ago. 
   
The sound of her steps on the decayed sidewalk seemed extraordinarily loud. The street was deserted. There was no movement save that of her own dark figure plodding steadily forward. Here was Cathy Carter’s house. Her father had owned the buggywhip factory over in Capville. They’d been best friends. Cathy, who always got her dresses dirty, had teeth missing, cut off her own braids one day. There was that Sunday they’d gotten in trouble for climbing the elm tree—but there was no elm now, only an ugly stump squatting there to remind her of a Sunday that was gone, lost, wiped out forever. She’d heard that Cathy had married a druggist and moved out East somewhere. Jeanette found herself wondering desperately if Cathy had raised any children. Or grandchildren. Or great-grandchildren. Cathy Carter, did you make your little girls wear dresses and braids? Did you let them climb trees? Are you still alive? Or are you gone, too, like everything else that ever meant anything to me? 
   
Her steps faltered, but her own house loomed up ahead to draw her on. It stood waiting, silently watching her approach. It, too, was dead. A new pain filled her when she saw the crumbling porch, saw that the flowerboxes were gone, saw the broken windows and the peeling wallpaper within. A rusted bicycle wheel lay in the weeds that were the front yard, along with a box of rubble and pile of boards. Tiny pieces of glass crunched sharply beneath her feet. The hedge was gone. So were the boxwood shrubs, the new variety from Boston—her mother had waited for them for so long and finally got them after the war. 
   
She closed her eyes. Her mother had never known. Had died before she realized what she had brought into the world. Before even Jeanette had an inkling of what she was. 
   
A monster. A freak. This body was wrong, horribly wrong. It should not be. 
   
She had run away from this town, left it so that her friends would never know. But still it pulled at her, drawing her back every generation, pushing itself into her thoughts until she could stand it no longer. Then she would come back to stare at the old places that had been her home and the old people who had been her friends. And they didn’t recognize her, never suspected, never knew why she seemed so strangely familiar. 
   
Once she had even believed she could live here again. The memory ached within her and she quickened her pace. She could not think of him, could not allow the sound of his name in her mind. Where was he now? Had he ever understood? She had run away that time, too. 
   
She’d had to. He was so good, so generous, but she was grotesque, a vile caprice of nature. She loathed the body. 
   
It was evil. It must be destroyed. 
   
Here, in the city where it was created: Where she was born, she would die. 
   
Somehow. 
   
The phone jangled harshly, shattering the silence of the room with such intensity that he jumped and dropped a slide on the floor. He sighed and reached for the receiver. “Crosby.” 
   
“Doctor, this is Sergeant Andersen. One of our units spotted a woman fitting the description of your APB on the High Street Bridge.” 
   
“Did they get her?” demanded Crosby. 
   
“I dunno yet. They just radioed in. She was over the railing—looked like she was ready to jump. They’re trying to get to her now. Thought you’d like to know.” 
   
“Right,” said Crosby, slamming down the receiver. He reached for his coat as his mind plotted out the fastest route to High Street. Better cut down Fourth, he thought, and up Putnam. The slide crackled sharply under his heel and he looked at it in brief suprise before running out the door. 
   
They’ve found her, he thought elatedly. They’ve got Jeanette! Thank God—I must talk with her, must convince her that she’s a miracle. She has the secret of life. The whole human race will be indebted to her. Please, please, he prayed, don’t let her get away. 
   
He reached the bridge and saw the squad car up ahead. Gawkers were driving by slowly, staring out of their windows in morbid fascination. Two boys on bicycles had stopped and were peering over the railing. An officer had straddled it and was looking down. 
   
Crosby leaped from the car and ran anxiously to the railing. His heart lifted as he saw another officer, with one arm around the lower railing and a firm grip on Jeanette’s wrist. He was coaxing her to take a step up. “Jeanette!” It was a ragged cry. 
   
“Take it easy, Doc,” said the officer straddling the railing. “She’s scared.” 
   
The woman looked up. She was pale, and the beauty mark on her cheek stood out starkly. The bitter shock sent Crosby reeling backward. For a moment he felt dizzy, and he clutched the rail with trembling fingers. The gray river flowed sullenly beneath him. 
   
It wasn’t Jeanette. 
   
“Dear God,” he whispered. He finally raised his gaze to the dismal buildings that loomed across the river. Then where was she? She must, have tried again. Had she succeeded? 
   
Chief Dolenz clasped, then unclasped his hands. “You’ve got to slow down, Stu. You’re pushing yourself far too hard.” 
   
Crosby’s shoulders sagged a little more, but he did not answer. “You’re like a man possessed,” continued the Chief. “It’s starting to wear you down. Ease up, for God’s sake. We’ll find her. Why all this fuss over one loony patient? Is it that important, really?” 
   
Crosby lowered his head. He still couldn’t speak. The Chief looked with puzzlement at the old man, at the small bald spot that was beginning to expand, at the slump of the body, the rumpled sweater, the tremor of the hands as they pressed together. He opened his mouth but could not bring himself to say more. 
   
“Citizens National Bank,” the switchboard operator said. 
   
The voice on the line was low and nervous. “I’m gonna tell you this once, and only once. There’s a bomb in your bank, see? It’s gonna go off in ten minutes. If you don’t want nobody hurt, you better get ‘em outta there.” 
   
The operator felt the blood drain from her face. “Is this a joke?” 
   
“No joke, lady. You got ten minutes. If anybody wants to know, you tell ‘em People for a Free Society are starting to take action. Got that?” The line went dead. 
   
She sat motionless for a moment, and then she got unsteadily to her feet. “Mrs. Calkins!” she called. The switchboard buzzed again, but she ignored it and ran to the manager’s desk. 
   
Mrs. Calkins looked up from a customer and frowned icily at her; but when the girl bent and whispered in her ear, the manager got calmly to her feet. “Mr. Davison,” she said politely to her customer, “we seem to have a problem in the bank. I believe the safest place to be right now would be out of the building.” Turning to the operator, she said cooly, “Notify the police.” 
   
Mr. Davison scrambled to his feet and began thrusting papers into his briefcase. The manager strode to the center of the lobby and clapped her hands with authority. “Could I have your attention please! I’m the manager. We are experiencing difficulties in the bank. I would like everyone to move quickly but quietly out of this building and into the street. Please move some distance away.” 
   
Faces turned toward her, but no one moved. 
   
“Please,” urged Mrs. Calkins. “There is immediate danger if you remain in the building. Your transactions may be completed later. Please leave at once.” 
   
People began to drift toward the door. The tellers looked at each other in bewilderment and began locking the money drawers. A heavyset man remained stubbornly at his window. “What about my change?” he demanded. 
   
The operator hung up the phone and ran toward the doorway. “Hurry!” she cried. “There’s a bomb!” 
   
“A bomb!” 
   
“She said there’s a bomb!” 
   
“Look out!” 
   
“Get outside!” 
   
There was a sudden rush for the door: “Please!” shouted the manager. “There is no need for panic.” But her voice was lost in the uproar. 
   
Jeanette sat limply at the bus stop, her hands folded in her lap, her eyes fixed despondently on the blur of passing automobile wheels. The day was oppressively overcast; gray clouds hung heavily over the city. When the chill wind blew her coat open, she made no move to gather it about her. 
   
Behind her, the doors of the bank suddenly burst open, and people began to rush out frantically. The crowd bulged into the street. Brakes squealed; voices babbled excitedly. Jeanette turned and looked dully toward the bank. 
   
There were shouts. Passing pedestrians began to run, and the frenzied flow of people from the bank continued. A woman screamed. Another tripped and nearly fell. Sirens sounded in the distance. 
   
Above the hubbub, Jeanette caught a few clearly spoken words. “Bomb ... in the bank ...” She got slowly to her feet and began to edge her way through the crowd. 
   
She had almost reached the door before anyone tried to stop her. A man caught at her sleeve. “You can’t go in there, lady. There’s a bomb!” 
   
She pulled free, and a fresh surge of pedestrians came between them. The bank doors were closed, now. Everyone was outside and hurrying away. Jeanette pushed doubtfully at the tall glass door, pushed it open further, and slipped inside. It closed with a hiss, blocking out the growing pandemonium in the street. The lobby seemed warm and friendly, a refuge from the bitterly cold wind. 
   
She turned and looked through the door. A policeman had appeared and the man who had tried to stop her was talking with him and pointing at the bank. Jeanette quickly moved back out of sight. She walked the length of the empty room, picked out a chair for herself, and sat down. The vast, unruffled quiet of the place matched the abiding peace she felt within her. 
   
Outside, the first police car screamed to the curb. An ambulance followed, as the explosion ripped through the building, sending a torrent of bricks and glass and metal onto the pavement. 
   
“Code blue, emergency room.” The loudspeaker croaked for the third time as Julius Beamer rounded the corner. Ahead of him he could see a woman being wheeled into room three. An intern, keeping pace with the cart, was pushing on her breastbone at one-second intervals. 
   
Emergency room three was crowded. A nurse stepped aside as he entered and said, “Bomb exploded at the bank.” A technician was hooking up the EKG, while a young doctor was forcing a tube down the woman’s trachea. A resident had inserted an iv and called for digoxin. 
   
“Okay,” said Dr. Beamer to the intern thumping the chest. The intern stepped back, exhausted, and Beamer took over the external cardiac message. The respirator hissed into life. Beamer pressed down. 
   
There was interference. Excess oxygen was flooding the system. A brief hesitation, and then the body adjusted. Hormones flooded the bloodstream, and the cells began dividing again. The site of the damage was extensive, and vast reconstruction was necessary. The heart pulsed once. 
   
There was a single blip on the EKG, and Beamer grunted. He pushed again. And then again, but the flat high-pitch note continued unchanged. Dr. Channing was at his elbow, waiting to take over, but Beamer ignored him. Julius Beamer did not like failure. He called for the electrodes. A brief burst of electricity flowed into the heart. There was no response. He applied them again. 
   
The reconstruction was being hindered: there was cardiac interference. The body’s energies were diverted toward the heart in an effort to keep it from beating. The delicate balance had to be maintained, or the chemicals would be swept away in the bloodstream. 
   
A drop of sweat trickled down Julius Beamer’s temple. He called for a needle and injected epinephrine directly into the heart. 
   
Chemical stimulation: hormones activated and countered immediately. 
   
There was no response. The only sounds in the room were the long hisssssss-click of the respirator and the eerie unchanging note of the EKG. Dr. Beamer stepped back wearily and shook his head. Then he whirled in disgust and strode out of the room. A resident reached to unplug the EKG. 
   
The interference had stopped. Reconstruction resumed at the primary site of damage. 
   
Rounding the corner, Dr. Beamer heard someone call his name hoarsely, and he turned to see Stuart Crosby stumbling toward him. 
   
“Julius! That woman!” 
   
“Stuart! Hello! What are you—?” 
   
“That woman in the explosion. Where is she?” 
   
“I’m afraid we lost her—couldn’t get her heart going. Is she a witness?” 
   
In emergency room three, the respirator hissed to a stop. The heart pulsed once. But there was no machine to record it. 
   
In the hallway, Crosby clutched at Dr. Beamer. “No. She’s my wife.” 
   
Crosby’s fists covered his eyes, his knuckles pressing painfully into his forehead. Outside, there was a low rumble of thunder. He swallowed with difficulty and dug his knuckles in deeper, trying to reason. How can I? he wondered. How can I say yes? Jeanette! 
   
The figure behind him moved slightly and the woman cleared her throat. “Dr. Crosby, I know this is a difficult decision, but we haven’t much time.” She laid a gentle hand on his shoulder. “We’ve got forty-three people in this area who desperately need a new kidney. And there are three potential recipients for a heart upstairs—one is an eight-year-old girl. Please. It’s a chance for someone else. A whole new life.” 
   
Crosby twisted away from her and moved to the window. No, he thought, we haven’t much time. In a few minutes, she would get up off that table herself and walk into this room—and then it would be too late. She wanted to die. She had been trying to die for years—how many? Fifty? A hundred? If they took her organs, she would die. Not even that marvelous body could sustain the loss of the major organs: All he had to do was say yes. But how could he? He hadn’t even seen her face yet. He could touch her again, talk to her, hold her. After thirty years! 
   
As he looked out the window, a drop of rain splashed against the pane. He thought of the lines of a poem he had memorized twenty years before. 

From too much love of living,
From hope and fear set free,
We thank with brief thanksgiving,
Whatever gods may be,
That no man lives forever,
That dead men rise up never;
That even the weariest river,
Winds somewhere safe to sea.


   
The rain began to fall steadily, drumming against the window in a hollow rhythm. There was silence in the room, and for a brief moment, Crosby had the frightening sensation of being totally alone in the world. 
   
A voice within him spoke the painful answer: Release her. Let her carry the burden no more. She is weary. 
   
“Dr. Crosby . ..” The woman’s voice was gentle. 
   
“Yes!” he cried. “Do it! Take everything—anything you want. But God, please hurry!” Then he lowered his head into his hands and wept. 
   
Grafton Medical Center was highly efficient. Within minutes, a surgeon was summoned and preparations had begun. The first organs removed were the kidneys. Then the heart. Later, the liver, pancreas, spleen, eyeballs, and thyroid gland were lifted delicately and transferred to special containers just above freezing temperature. Finally, a quantity of bone marrow was removed for use as scaffolding for future production of peripheral blood cellular components. 
   
What had been Jeanette Crosby was wheeled down to the morgue. 
   
The woman’s voice was doubtful. “We usually don’t allow relatives. You see, once the services are over . . .” 
   
Stuart Crosby clutched his hat. “There were no services. I only want a few minutes.” 
   
The owner of the crematory, a burly, pleasant looking man, entered the outer office. “Can I do something for you, sir?” 
   
The woman turned to him. “He wanted a little time with the casket, Mr. Gilbert. The one that came over from the hospital this morning.” 
   
“Please,” Crosby pleaded. “There were no services—I didn’t want any, but I just—I didn’t realize there’d be no chance to say goodbye. The hospital said she was sent here, and . . . I’m a doctor. Dr. Stuart Crosby. She’s my wife. Jeanette Crosby. I didn’t think until today that I wanted to ...” He trailed off and lowered his head. 
   
The owner hesitated. “We usually don’t allow this, doctor. We have no facilities here for paying the last respects.” 
   
“I know,” mumbled Crosby. “I understand—but just a few minutes—please.” 
   
The manager looked at the secretary, then back to the old man. “All right, sir. Just a moment, and I’ll see if I can find a room. If you’ll wait here, please.” 
   
The casket was cream-colored pine. It was unadorned. The lid was already sealed, so he could not see her face. But he knew it would be at peace. 
   
He stood dry-eyed before the casket, his hands elapsed in front of him. Outside, the rain that had begun the day before was still drizzling down. He could think of nothing to say to her, and he was only aware of a hollow feeling in his chest. He thought ramblingly of his dog, and how he hadn’t made his bed that morning, and about the broken windshield wiper he would have to replace on his car. 
   
Finally he turned and walked from the room, bent over a bit because his back hurt. “Thank you,” he said to the owner. Stepping outside into the rain, he very carefully raised his umbrella. 
   
The owner’ watched him until the car pulled onto the main road. Then he yelled, “Okay Jack!” 
   
Two men lifted the casket and bore it outside in the rain toward the oven. 
   
Cells divided, differentiated, and divided again. The reconstruction was almost complete. It had taken a long time, almost twenty-four hours. The body had never been challenged to capacity before. Removal of the major organs had caused much difficulty, but regeneration had begun almost at once, and the new tissues were now starting the first stirrings of renewed activity. 
   
The casket slid onto the asbestos bricks with a small scraping noise. The door clanged shut, and there was a dull ring as the bolt was drawn. 
   
There was a flicker of light behind the eyelids, and the new retinas registered it and transmitted it to the brain. The heart pulsed once, and then again. A shuddering breath. 
   
Outside the oven, a hand reached for the switches and set the master timer. The main burner was turned on. Oil under pressure flared and exploded into the chamber. 
   
There was a shadow of awareness for a long moment, and then it was gone. 
   
After thirty minutes, the oven temperature was nine hundred degrees Fahrenheit. The thing on the table was a third of its original size. The secondary burners flamed on. In another half hour, the temperature had reached two thousand degrees, and it would stay there for another ninety minutes. 
   
The ashes, larger than usual, had to be mashed to a chalky, brittle dust. 
   
As Dr. Kornbluth began easing off the dressing, she smiled at the young face on the pillow before her. 
   
“Well, well. You’re looking perky today, Marie!” she said. The little girl smiled back with surprising vigor. 
   
“Scissors, please,” said Dr. Kornbluth and held out her hand. Dr. Roeber spoke from the other side of the bed. “Her color is certainly good.” 
   
“Yes. I just got the lab report, and so far there’s no anemia.” “Has she been given the Prednisone today?” 
   
“Twenty milligrams about an hour ago.” 
   
The last dressing was removed, and the two doctors bent over to examine the chest: the chest that was smooth and clean and faintly pink, with no scars, no lumps, no ridges. 
   
“Something’s wrong.” said Dr. Kornbluth. “Is this a joke, Dr. Roeber?” 
   
The surgeon’s voice was frightened. “I don’t understand it, not at all.” 
   
“Have you the right patient here?” She reached for the identification bracelet around Marie’s wrist. 
   
“Of course it’s the right patient!” Dr. Roeber’s voice rose. “I ought to know who I operated on, shouldn’t I?” 
   
“But it isn’t possible!” cried Dr. Kornbluth. 
   
The girl spoke up in a high voice. “Is my new heart okay?” 
   
“It’s fine, honey,” said Dr. Kornbluth. Then she lowered her voice. “This is physiologically impossible! The incision has completely healed, without scar tissue. And in thirty-two hours, doctor? In thirty-two hours?”
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