THE ERDMANN NEXUS

by Nancy Kress

“Errors, like straws, upon the surface flow,

He who would reach for pearls must dive below.”

—John Dryden

* k % %

The ship, which would have looked nothing like aship to Henry Erdmann, moved between the stars,
traveling in an orderly pattern of occurrencesin the vacuum flux. Over severd cubic light-years of space,
subatomic particles appeared, existed, and winked out of existence in nanoseconds. Flop trandtionstore
space and then reconfigured it as the ship moved on. Henry, had he somehow been nearby in the cold of
deep space, would have died from the complicated, regular, intense bursts of radiation long before he
could have had time to gppreciate their shimmering beauty.

All at once the ship stopped moving.

Theradiation burstsincreased, grew even more complex. Then the ship abruptly changed direction. It
accelerated, atering both space and time asit ped on, hedling the dterationsin itswake. Urgency shot
throughit.

Something, far away, was struggling to be born.

* * % %

ONE

Henry Erdmann stood in front of the mirror in histiny bedroom, trying to knot histie with one hand. The
other hand gripped hiswalker. It was an unsteady business, and the tie ended up crooked. He yanked it
out and began again. Carrie would be here soon.

He dwayswore atie to the college. Let the students—and graduate students, at that'—cometo classin
ripped jeans and obscene T-shirts and hair tangled asif colonized by rats. Even the girls. Students were
students, and Henry didn’t consider their doppiness disrespectful, the way so many did a St.
Sebadtian’s. Sometimes he was even amused by it, in asad sort of way. Didn't these intelligent,
sometimes driven, would-be physicists know how ephemerd their beauty was? Why did they go to such
lengths to look unappedling, when soon enough that would be their only choice?

Thistime he got the tie knotted. Not perfectly—a difficult operation, one-handed—but close enough for
government work. He smiled. When he and his colleagues had been doing government work, only
perfection was good enough. Atomic bombs were like that. Henry could still hear Oppi€' s voice saying
the plansfor Ivy Mike were “technicaly sweet.” Of course, that was before al the—

A knock on the door and Carries sfresh young voice. “Dr. Erdmann? Are you ready?’

She dways called him by histitle, dways treated him with respect. Not like some of the nurses and
assgants. “How are wetoday, Hank?’ that overweight blonde asked yesterday. When he answvered
gtiffly, “I don’t know about you, madame, but I’ m fine, thank you,” she’ d only laughed. Old people are
so formal—it’ s so cute! Henry could just hear her saying it to one of her horrible colleagues. He had
never been “Hank” in hisentirelife.



“Coming, Carrie.” He put both hands on the walker and inched forward—clunk, clunk, clunk—the
walker sounding loud even on the carpeted floor. His class s corrected problem setslay on the table by
the door. He d given them some redlly hard problems this week, and only Haldane had succeeded in
solving al of them. Haldane had promise. An inventive mind, yet rigorous, too. They could have used him
in ‘52 on Project Ivy, developing the Teller-Ulam staged fusion H-bomb.

Hdfway acrosstheliving room of histiny apartment in the Asssted Living Facility, something happened
in Henry’smind.

He stopped, astonished. It had felt like atentative touch, aghostly finger ingde hisbrain. Astonishment
was immediaey replaced by fear. Was he having a stroke? At ninety, anything was possible. But hefelt
fine, better in fact than for severd days. Not a stroke. So what—

“Dr. Erdmann?’

“I'm here.” He clunked to the door and opened it. Carrie wore a cherry red swester, afalen orange | eaf
caught on her hat, and sunglasses. Such a pretty girl, al bronze hair and bright skin and vibrant color.
Outsde it was drizzling. Henry reached out and gently removed the sunglasses. Carri€’ sleft eyewas
swollen and discolored, theirisand pupil invisible under the outraged flesh.

“Thebagtard,” Henry said.

* k * %

That was Henry and Carrie going down the hal toward the eevator, thought Evelyn Krenchnoted. She
waved from her armchair, her door wide open as dways, but they were talking and didn’t notice. She
strained to hear, but just then another plane went overhead from the airport. Those pesky flight paths
were too near St. Sebastian’ sl On the other hand, if they weren't, Evelyn couldn't afford to live here.
Always|ook on the bright side!

Since thiswas Tuesday afternoon, Carrie and Henry were undoubtedly going to the college. So
wonderful the way Henry kept busy—you'’ d never guess hisred age, that wasfor sure. He even had dl
hishair! Although that jacket wastoo light for September, and not waterproof. Henry might catch cold.
She would speak to Carrie about it. And why was Carrie wearing sunglasses when it was raining?

But if Evelyn didn’t start her phone cadls, shewould be late! People were depending on her! She keyed
in thefirst number, listened to it ring one floor below. “Bob? It's Evelyn. Now, dear, tell me—how’s
your blood pressure today?’

“Fine,” Bob Donovan said.

“Areyou sure? Y ou sound abit grumpy, dear.”

“I'mfine, Evelyn. I’'mjust busy.”

“Oh, that' s good! With what?’

“Always good to keep busy! Areyou coming to Current Affairstonight?’
“Dunno.”

“You should. You redly should. Intellectua stimulation isso important for people our age!”



“Gottago,” Bob grunted.
“Certainly, but firgt, how did your granddaughter do with—"

He d hung up. Redlly, very grumpy. Maybe he was having problemswith irregularity. Evelyn would
recommend a high colonic.

Her next cal was more responsive. GinaMartindli was, as aways, thrilled with Evelyn’ s attention. She
informed Gina minutely about the Sate of her arthritis, her gout, her diabetes, her son’ sweight problem,
her other son’ swife' s step-daughter’ s miscarriage, dl interspersed with quotations from the Bible (**
Takealittlewinefor thy ssomach’—First Timothy.”) She answered dl Evelyn’ s questions and wrote
down al her recommendations and—

“Evdyn?’ Ginasad. “Areyou gl there?’

“Yes, |—" Eveyn fdl slent, an occurrence so shocking that Ginagasped, “ Hit your panic button!”
“No, no, I'mfine, I ... | just remembered something for amoment.”

“Remembered something? What?”

But Evelyn didn’t know. It hadn’t been amemory, exactly, it had been a... what? A fedling, avague but
somehow strong sensation of ... something.

“BEvdyn?’
1] |1 m he.e ”

“The Lord decides when to cal ushome, and | guessit’snot your timeyet. Did you hear about Anna
Chernov? That famous ballet dancer on Four? Shefdll last night and broke her leg and they had to move
her to the Infirmary.”

1] No!”

“Yes, poor thing. They say it'sonly temporary, until they get her stabilized, but you know what that
means.”

Shedid. They dl did. Firg the Infirmary, then up to Seven, where you didn’t even have your own little
gpartment any more, and eventualy to Nursing on Eight and Nine. Better to go quick and clean, like Jed
Fuller last month. But Evelyn was't going to let hersdlf think likethat! A positive attitude was so
important!

Ginasad, “Annaisdoing pretty well, | hear. The Lord never sends more than a person can bear.”

Evelyn wasn't so sure about that, but it never paid to argue with Gina, who was convinced that she had
God onredid. Evelyn said, “I'll vist her before the Stitch ‘ n Bitch meeting. I'm sure she' Il want
company. Poor girl—you know, those dancers, they just abuse their health for years and years, so what
can you expect?’

“I know!” Ginasaid, not without satisfaction. “They pay aterrible price for beauty. It'salittle vain,
actudly.”

“Did you hear about that necklace she hasin the St. Sebagtian’ s safe?”’
“No! What necklace?’



“A fabulous one! Doris Dziwaski told me. It was given to Anna by some famous Russian dancer who
wasgivenit by the czar!”

“What czar?’

“Theczar! You know, of Russa Dorissaid it' sworth afortune and that’ swhy it' sin the safe. Anna
never wearsit.”

“Vanity,” Ginasaid. “ She probably doesn't like the way it looks now againgt her wrinkly neck.”
“Dorissaid Anna s depressed.”
“No, it'svanity. ‘Lo, | looked and saw that all was—'"

“I'll recommend acupunctureto her,” Evelyn interrupted. “ Acupuncture is good for depression.” But first
she'd cdl Erin, to tell her the news.

* * % %

Erin Bass|et the phonering. It was probably that tiresome bore Evelyn Krenchnoted, eager to check on
Erin’ sblood pressure or her cholesterol or her 1dets of Langerhans. Oh, Erin should answer the phone,
there was no harm in the woman, Erin should be more charitable. But why? Why should one haveto be
more charitable just because one was old?

She let the phone ring and returned to her book, Graham Greene' s The Heart of the Matter. Greene's
world-weary despair was aslly affectation but he was awonderful writer, and too much underrated
nowaday’s.

Theliner camein on a Saturday evening: from the bedroom window they could seeitslong grey form
stedl past the boom, beyond the—

Something was happening.
—sted past the boom, beyond the—

Erin was no longer in St. Sebadtian's, she was nowhere, she was lifted away from everything, shewas
beyond the—

Then it was over and she sat again in her tiny gpartment, the book diding unheeded off her |ap.

* k % %

Anna Chernov was dancing. She and Paul stood with two other couples on the stage, under the bright
lights. Balanchine himsdlf stood in the second wing, and even though Annaknew he wasthereto wait for
Suzanne' s 010, his presence inspired her. The music began. Promenade en couronne, attitude,
arabesgue efface and into the lift, Paul’ sarmsraising her. She waslifted out of hersdf and then shewas
soaring above the stage, over the heads of the corps de ballet, above Suzanne Farrell hersdlf, soaring
through the roof of the New Y ork State Theater and into the night sky, spreading her aramsin aporte de
bras wide enough to take in the glittering night sky, soaring in the most perfect jete in the universe, until...

“Shel samiling,” Bob Donovan said, before he knew he was going to speak at al. Helooked down at the

deeping Anna, o beautiful she didn’'t even look red, except for theleg initsbig ugly cast. In one hand,
feding likeafool but what the fuck, he held three yellow roses.



“The painkillers do that sometimes,” the Infirmary nurse said. “I’ m afraid you can’t stay, Mr. Donovan.”

Bob scowled at her. But it wasn't like he meant it or anything. This nurse wasn't so bad. Not like some.
Maybe because she wasn't any spring chicken hersdlf. A few more years, sster, and you'll be hereright
with us.

“Give her these, okay?’ Hethrust the roses at the nurse.

“I will, yes,” shesaid, and hewaked out of the medicine-smdling Infirmary—he hated that smell—back
to the devator. Chrigt, what asorry old fart he was. Anna Chernov, that nosy old broad Evelyn
Krenchnoted once told him, used to dance at some famous placein New Y ork, Abraham Center or
something. Annahad been famous. But Evelyn could be wrong, and anyway it didn’t matter. From the
first moment Bob Donovan laid eyes on Anna Chernov, he' d wanted to give her things. Flowers.
Jewdry. Anything she wanted. Anything he had. And how stupid and fucked-up wasthat, at his age?
Give me a bresk!

Hetook the elevator to the first floor, staked savagely through the lobby, and went out the side door to
the “remembrance garden.” Stupid name, New Age-y stupid. He wanted to kick something, wanted to
bellow for—

Energy punched through him, from the base of his spine up hisback and into hisbrain, mild but definite,
like ashock from abusted toaster or something. Then it was gone.

What the fuck wasthat? Was he okay? If hefell, like Anna—

Hewas okay. He didn’t have Anna sthin delicate bones. Whatever it was, was gone now. Just one of
those things.

* k * %

OnaNursing floor of St. Sebastian’s, awoman with just afew daysto live muttered in her long, last
haf-deep. An IV dripped morphine into her arm, easing the passage. No one listened to the muitterings, it
had been years since they’ d made sense. For amoment she stopped and her eyes, again bright in the
ravaged face that had once been so lovely, grew wide. But for only amoment. Her eyes closed and the
mindless muttering resumed.

* k% k% %

In Tijuana, avigorous old man sitting behind his son’s market stall, where he sold cheap serapesto
jabbering turistas, suddenly lifted hisface to the sun. His mouth, which still had dl itswhite flashing teeth,
made abig O.

* k% k% %

In Bombay, awidow dressed in white looked out her window at the teeming streets, her face gone blank
as her sari.

* * % %

In Chengdu, amonk sitting on his cushion on the polished floor of the meditation room in the ancient
Wenshu Monagtery, shattered the holy silence with a shocking, startled laugh.

* k * %



TWO
Carrie Vesey sat in the back of Dr. Erdmann’s classroom and thought about murder.

Not that shewould ever do it, of course. Murder waswrong. Taking alifefilled her with horror that was
only—

Ground-up castor beans were adeadly poison.

—madeworse by her daily witnessing of old peopl€e’ s aching desire to hold onto life. Also, she—

Her step-brother had once shown her how to disable the brakes on acar.

—knew shewasn’t the kind of person who solved problems that boldly. And anyway her—

The battered-woman defense dmost dways earned acquittal from juries.

—lawyer said that a paper trail of restraining orders and ER documentation was by far the best way to—
If aman was passed out from adozen beers, he' d never fed abullet from hisown service revolver.

—put Jm behind barslegdly. That, the lawyer said, “would solve the problem”—asiif ablack eyeand a
broken arm and constant threats that left her scared even when Jim was't in the same city weredl just a
theoretica “problem,” like the ones Dr. Erdmann gave his physics students.

He sat on top of adesk inthefront of the room, talking about something called the “ Bose-Eingtein
condensate.” Carrie had no ideawhat that was, and she didn’t care. Shejust liked being here, sitting
unheeded in the back of the room. The physics students, nine boys and two girls, were none of them
interested in her presence, her black eye, or her beauty. When Dr. Erdmann was around, he commanded
al their geeky attention, and that was indescribably restful. Carrie tried—unsuccessfully, she knew—to
hide her beauty. Her looks had brought her nothing but trouble: Gary, Eric, Jm. So now she wore baggy
swests and no make-up, and crammed her twenty-four-carat-gold hair under a shapeless hat. Maybe if
shewas as smart as these students she would have learned to pick adifferent kind of man, but she
wasn't, and she hadn’t, and Dr. Erdmann’s classroom was a place she felt safe. Safer, even, than S
Sebastian’s, which was where Jm had blackened her eye.

He' d dipped in through the loading dock, she guessed, and caught her aonein the linens supply clost.
He was gone after one punch, and when she called her exasperated lawyer and he found out she had no
witnesses and St. Sebastian’ s had “ security,” he' d said there was nothing he could do. It would be her
word against Jim'’s. She had to be able to prove that the restraining order had been violated.

Dr. Erdmann was talking about “ proof,” too: some sort of mathematical proof. Carrie had been good a
math, in high school. Only Dr. Erdmann had said once that what she’ d done in high school wasn't
“mathematics,” only “arithmetic.” “Why didn’t you go to college, Carrie?” he' d asked.

“No money,” shesaid in atone that meant: Please don't ask anything else. Shejust hadn't felt up to
explaining about Daddy and the a coholism and the debts and her abusive step-brothers, and Dr.
Erdmann hadn’t asked. He was sengitive that way.

Looking at histdl, stooped figure sitting on the desk, hiswalker closeto hand, Carrie sometimes let
hersdf dream that Dr. Erdmann—Henry—wasfifty years younger. Forty to her twenty-eight—that
would work. She’ d Googled apicture of him at that age, when he' d been working at someplace cdled
the Lawrence Radiation Laboratory. He d been handsome, dark-haired, smiling into the camera next to
hiswife, Ida. She hadn’t been as pretty as Carrie, but she' d goneto college, so even if Carrie had been



born back then, she wouldn't have had a chance with him. Story of her life.
“—have any questions?’ Dr. Erdmann finished.

The students did—they aways did—clamoring to be heard, not raising their hands, interrupting each
other. But when Dr. Erdmann spoke, immediately they al shut up. Someone legpt up to write equations
on the board. Dr. Erdmann dowly turned hisfrail body to look at them. The discussion went on along
time, dmost aslong asthe class. Carriefell adeep.

When shewoke, it wasto Dr. Erdmann, leaning on hiswalker, gently jiggling her shoulder. “ Carrie?’
“Oh! Oh, I'm sorry!”

“Don't be. We bored you to desth, poor child.”

“No! | lovedit!”

He raised his eyebrows and she felt shamed. He thought she wastelling apolitelie, and he had very little
tolerancefor lies. But the truth is, she dwaysloved being here.

Outsde, it wasfull dark. The autumn rain had stopped and the unseen ground had that mysterious, fertile
amell of wet leaves. Carrie helped Dr. Erdmann into her battered Toyotaand did behind the whed. As
they started back toward St. Sebagtian’s, she could tell that he was exhausted. Those students asked too
much of him! It was enough that he taught one advanced class aweek, sharing dl that physics, without
them also demanding he—

“Dr. Erdmann?’

For along terrible moment she thought he was dead. His head |olled against the seat but he wasn't
adeep: Hisopen eyesrolled back into his head. Carrie jerked the whed to the right and dammed the
Toyotaadongside the curb. He was il breathing.

“Dr. Erdmann? Henry?’

Nothing. Carrie dove into her purse, fumbling for her cell phone. Then it occurred to her that his panic
button would be faster. She tore open the buttons on his jacket; he wasn't wearing the button. She
scrambled again for the purse, starting to sob.

“Carie?’

He was sitting up now, ashadowy figure. She hit the overhead light. Hisface, afissured landscape,
looked dazed and pale. His pupils were huge.

“What happened? Tell me.” Shetried to keep her voice even, to observe everything, because it was
important to be able to make as full areport as possible to Dr. Jamison. But her hand clutched at his
deeve

He covered her fingers with his. His voice sounded dazed. “1 ... don’t know. | was ... somewhere € s2?’

“A stroke?” That waswhat they were all afraid of. Not degth, but to be incapacitated, reduced to
partidity. And for Dr. Erdmann, with hisfine mind...

“No.” He sounded definite. “ Something else. | don’t know. Did you cdl 911 yet?’

The cdll phonelay inert in her hand. “No, not yet, there wasn't time for—"



“Then don't. Take me home.”

“All right, but you' re going to see the doctor as soon as we get there.” She was pleased, despite
everything, with her firm tone.

“It' sseven-thirty. They’ll dl have gone home.”

But they hadn’t. As soon as Carrie and Dr. Erdmann walked into the lobby, she saw aman in awhite
coat stlanding by the devators. “Wait!” she called, loud enough that severa people turned to look,
evening visitors and ambulatories and anurse Carrie didn’t know. She didn’t know the doctor, ether, but
she rushed over to him, leaving Dr. Erdmann leaning on hiswaker by the main entrance.

“Areyou adoctor?’m Carrie Vesey and | was bringing Dr. Erdmann—a patient, Henry Erdmann, not a
medical doctor—home when he had some kind of attack, he seemsadl right now but someone needsto
look a him, he says—"

“I’'mnotan M.D.,” theman said, and Carrielooked a himin dismay. “I’m aneurologica researcher.”

Sheralied. “Well, you' re the best we' re going to get at this hour so please look a him!” Shewas
amazed at her own audacity.

“All right.” Hefollowed her to Dr. Erdmann, who scowled because, Carrie knew, he hated this sort of
fuss. The non-M.D. seemed to pick up on that right away. He said pleasantly, “Dr. Erdmann?1’m Jake
DiBdla Will you comethisway, sir?” Without waiting for an answer, he turned and led the way down a
sde corridor. Carrie and Dr. Erdmann followed, everybody’ swalk normal, but still people watched.
Move dong, nothing to see here ... why were they ill staring? Why were people such ghouls?

But they weren't, redlly. That was just her own fear talking.
Y ou trust too much, Carrie, Dr. Erdmann had said just last week.

Inasmdl room on the second floor, he sat heavily on one of the three metal folding chairs. The room
held the chairs, agray filing cabinet, an ugly metd desk, and nothing ese. Carrie, anatura nester, pursed
her lips, and this Dr. DiBdla caught that, too.

“I’ve only been here afew days,” he said apologetically. “Haven’t had time yet to properly movein. Dr.
Erdmann, can you tell me what happened?’

“Nothing.” Hewore hislofty look. “1 just fell adeep for amoment and Carrie became darmed. Redlly,
there sno need for thisfuss.”

“Youfdl adegp?

“yYes”

“All right. Has that happened before?’

Did Dr. Erdmann hesitate, ever so briefly?“Y es, occasondly. | am ninety, doctor.”

DiBdlanodded, apparently satisfied, and turned to Carrie. “And what happened to you? Did it occur at
the sametime that Dr. Erdmann fell adeep?’

Her eye. That’swhy people had stared in the lobby. In her concern for Dr. Erdmann, she' d forgotten
about her black eye, but now it immediately began to throb again. Carriefelt herself go scarlet.



Dr. Erdmann answered. “No, it didn’t happen at the same time. There was no car accident, if that’ swhat
you'reimplying. Carri€ seyeisunrdated.”

“1 fdl,” Carrie said, knew that no one believed her, and lifted her chin.

“Okay,” DiBdlasaid amiably. “But aslong asyou're here, Dr. Erdmann, I'd like to enlist your help.

Y ours, and as many other volunteersas| can enlist at St. Sebastian’s. I'm here on a Gates Foundation
grant in conjunction with Johns Hopkins, to map shiftsin brain éectrochemistry during cerebra arousal.
I"’m asking volunteersto donate afew hours of their time to undergo completely painless brain scans
while they look at various pictures and videos. Y our participation will be an aid to science.”

Carrie saw that Dr. Erdmann was going to refuse, despite the magic word “ science,” but then he
hestated. “What kind of brain scans?’

“Asher-Peyton and functional MRI.”

“All right. I'll participate”

Carrieblinked. That didn't sound like Dr. Erdmann, who considered physics and astronomy the only
“trug’ sciences and the rest merely poor step-children. But this Dr. DiBdlawasn't about to let his
research subject get away. He said quickly, “Excellent! Tomorrow morning at eleven, Lab 6B, at the
hospitd. Ms. Vesey, can you bring him over? Areyou arelaive?’

“No, I'm an aide here. Cal me Carrie. | can bring him.” Wednesday wasn't one of her usua daysfor Dr.
Erdmann, but she' d get Marie to swap schedules.

“Wonderful. Please call me Jake.” He smiled at her, and something turned over in Carrie'schest. It
wasn't just that he was so handsome, with hisblack hair and gray eyes and nice shoulders, but also that
he had masculine confidence and an easy way with him and no ring on hisleft hand ... idiot. Therewasno
particular warmth in hissmile; it was completely professonal. Was she dways going to assess every man
she met as a possible boyfriend? Was sheredly that needy?

Y es. But thisonewasn't interested. And anyway, he was an educated scientist and she worked a
minimum-wage job. Shewas an idiot.

She got Dr. Erdmann up to his apartment and said goodnight. He seemed distant, preoccupied. Going
down in the elevator, amood of desolation came over her. What she redly wanted wasto stay and
watch Henry Erdmann’s TV, deep on his sofa, wake up to fix his coffee and have someoneto tak to
while shedid it. Not go back to her shabby apartment, bolted securely against Jm but never secure
enough that shefdt redly safe. She' d rather stay here, in ahome for failing old people, and how
perverted and sad was that?

And what had happened to Dr. Erdmann on the way home from the college?

* * % %

THREE

Twice now. Henry lay awake, wondering what the hell was going onin hisbrain. He was accustomed to
relying on that organ. His knees had succumbed to arthritis, his hearing aid required constant adjustment,
and his prostate housed a dow-growing cancer that, the doctor said, wouldn't kill him until long after
something el se did—the medicd profession’ sideaof cheerful news. But hisbrain remained clear, and
using it well had always been his grestest pleasure. Greater even than sex, greater than food, grester than
marriage to Ida, much as he had loved her.



God, the thingsthat age let you admit.

Which were the best years? No question there: Los Alamos, working on Operation lvy with Ulam and
Teller and Carson Mark and the rest. The excitement and frustration and awe of developing the
“Sausage,” thefirst test of staged radiation implosion. The day it was detonated at Eniwetok. Henry, a
junior member of the team, hadn’t of course been present at the atoll, but he’ d waited breathlesdy for the
results from Bogon. He' d cheered when Teller, picking up the shock waves on aseismometer in
Cdifornia, had sent histhree-word telegram to Los Alamos: “It'saboy.” Harry Truman himself had
requested that bomb—"to seeto it that our country is able to defend itself againgt any possible
aggressor”’—and Henry was proud of hiswork onit.

Shock waves. Y es, that was what today’ s two incidents had felt like: shock wavesto the brain. A small
wavein his gpartment, alarger onein Carri€’ scar. But from what? It could only be somefailure of his
nervous system, the thing he dreaded most of dl, far more than he dreaded death. Granted, teaching
physicsto graduate students was along way from Los Alamos or Livermore, and most of the students
were dolts—al though not Haldane—but Henry enjoyed it. Teaching, plus reading the journals and
following the on-line listserves, were his connection with physics. If some neurologica “shock wave'’
disturbed hisbrain...

It was along time before he could deep.
“Oh my Lord, dear, what happened to youreye?’

Eveyn Krenchnoted sat with her friend Gina Somebody in the tiny waiting room outsde Dr. O'Kane's
office. Henry scowled at her. Just like Evelyn to blurt out like that, embarrassing poor Carrie. The
Krenchnoted woman was the most tactless busybody Henry had ever met, and he’ d known alot of
physicigts, agroup not noted for tact. But at least the physicists hadn’t been busybodies.

“I'mfine” Carriesaid, trying to smile. “I walked into adoor.”

* * % %

“Oh, dear, how did that happen?Y ou should tell the doctor. I’ m sure he could make afew minutesto
see you, even though he must be running behind, | didn’t actually have an gppointment today but he said
he' d squeeze me in because something strange happened yesterday that | want to ask him about, but the
time he gave me was supposed to start five minutes ago and you must be scheduled after that, he saw
Ginadready but she—"

Henry sat down and stopped listening. Evelyn’ s noise, however, went on and on, agrating whinelikea
dentist drill. Heimagined her on Eniwetok, rising into the air on amushroom cloud, ill talking. It wasa
relief when the doctor’ s door opened and awoman came out, holding a book.

Henry had seen her before, dthough he didn’t know her name. Unlike most of the old bats at St.
Sebagtian's, she wasworth looking at. Not with Carri€' sradiant youthful beauty, of course; thiswoman
must bein her seventies, a least. But she stood straight and graceful; her white hair fell in smple wavesto
her shoulders; her cheekbones and blue eyes were sill good. However, Henry didn’t care for the way
shewas dressed. It reminded him of al those stupid childish protestors outside Los Alamosin thefifties
and sixties. The woman wore awhite T-shirt, along cotton peasant skirt, a necklace of beads and shells,
and severa eaboraterings.

“Erin!” Evelyn cried. “How was your appointment? Everything okay?’

“Fine. Just acheck-up.” Erin smiled vaguely and moved away. Henry strained to see the cover of her



book: Tao Te Ching. Disappointment lanced through him. One of those.

“But you weren't scheduled for a check-up, no more than | was. So what happened that —” Erin
walked quickly away, her smilefixed. Evelyn sad indignantly, “Wdll, | cdl that just plain rude! Did you
seethat, Gina? Y ou try to be friendly to some people and they just—"

“Mrs. Krenchnoted?’ the nurse said, sticking her head out the office door. “ The doctor will see you

Evelyn lumbered up and through the door, still talking. In the blessed slence that followed, Henry said to
Carrie, “How do you suppose Mr. Krenchnoted stood it?’

Carrie giggled and waved her hand toward the Krenchnoted' sfriend, Gina. But Ginawas adeegp in her
chair, which at least explained how she stood it.

Cariesad, “I’'m glad you have this gppointment today, Dr. Erdmann. Y ou will tell him about what
happened in the car yesterday, won't you?’

13 YSH
“Y ou promise?’

“Yes.” Why were al women, even mild little Carrie, so insgstent on regular doctor visits? Y es, doctors
were useful for providing pillsto keep the machine going, but Henry’ s view was that you only needed to
see aphyscian if something felt wrong. In fact, he' d forgotten about this regularly scheduled check-up
until thismorning, when Carrie caled to say how convenient it was that his gppointment herewasjust an
hour before the one with Dr. DiBelaat the hospital |1ab. Ordinarily Henry would have refused to go at dll,
except that he did intend to ask Dr. Jamison about the incident in the car.

Also, it was possible that fool Evelyn Krenchnoted was actudly right about something for once. “Carrie,
maybe you should ask the doctor to ook at that eye.”

“No. I'mfine”
“Has Jm called or come around again since—"
13 NO_”

Clearly shedidn’'t want to talk about it. Embarrassment, most likely. Henry could respect her reticence.
Silently he organized his questions for Jamison.

But after Henry had gone into the office, leaving Carrie in the waiting room, and after he' d endured the
tediums of the nurse’s measuring his blood pressure, of peeing into acup, of putting on aridiculous paper
gown, it wasn't Jamison who entered the room but a brusque, impossibly young boy in awhite lab coat
and officlous manner.

“I’'m Dr. Felton, Henry. How arewetoday?’ He studied Henry’ s chart, not looking at him.
Henry gritted histeeth. *Y ou would know better than |, | imagine.”

“Feding abit cranky? Are your bowels moving dl right?’

“My boweds are fine. They thank you for your concern.”

Felton looked up then, hiseyes cold. “I’' m going to listen to your lungs now. Cough when | tdll you to.”



And Henry knew he couldn’t do it. If the kid had reprimanded him—"1 don't think sarcasmiis
appropriate here’—it would have at least been aresponse. But this utter dismissal, thistreatment asif
Henry wereachild, or amoron.... He couldn’t tell thisinsensitive young boor about the incident in the
car, about the fear for hisbrain. It would degrade him to cooperate with Felton. Maybe DiBdlawould
be better, evenif hewasn't an M.D.

One doctor down, oneto go.

* * % %

DiBellawas better. What he was not, was organized.

At Redborn Memorial Hospital he said, “Ah, Dr. Erdmann, Carrie. Welcome. I'm afraid there sheen a
mix-up with Diagnogtic Imaging. | thought | had the fMRI booked for you but they seem to have
scheduled me out, or something. So we can do the Asher-Peyton scan but not the deep imaging. I'm
sorry, I—" He shrugged helplessy and ran his hand through hishair.

Carrie tightened her mouth to athin line. “ Dr. Erdmann came al the way over herefor your MRI, Dr.
DiBdla”

“ *Jake, please. | know. And we do the Asher-Peyton scan back at St. Sebastian’s. | really am sorry.”

Carrie slipsdidn’'t soften. It always surprised Henry how fierce she could be in defense of her
“resdent-assignees.” Why was usually gentle Carrie being so hard on thisyoung man?

“I'll meet you back at St. Sebagtian’s,” DiBéllasaid humbly.

Once there, he affixed el ectrodes on Henry’ s skull and neck, eased ahelmet over hishead, and sat a a
computer whose screen faced away from Henry. After the room was darkened, a series of pictures
projected onto one white wall: a chocolate cake, abroom, achair, acar, adesk, aglass: four or five
dozen images. Henry had to do nothing except Sit there, and he grew bored. Eventudly the pictures grew
more interesting, interspersing ahousefire, awar scene, afather hugging achild, RitaHayworth. Henry
chuckled. “1 didn’t think your generation even knew who Rita Hayworth was.”

“Please don’t talk, Dr. Erdmann.”

The sesson went on for twenty minutes. When it was over, DiBellaremoved the helmet and said, “ Thank
you so much. | redlly appreciate this.” He began removing el ectrodes from Henry’ s head. Carrie stood,
looking straight at Henry.

Now or never.

“Dr. DiBdla” Henry said, “I' d like to ask you something. Tell you something, actudly. Anincident that
happened yesterday. Twice.” Henry liked the word “incident”; it sounded objective and explainable, like

apolicereport.
“Sure. Go ahead.”

“Thefirg time | was standing in my apartment, the second timeriding in acar with Carrie. Thefirgt
incident was mild, the second more pronounced. Both times | felt something move through my mind, like
ashockwave of sorts, leaving no after-effects except perhaps adight fatigue. No abilities seem to be
impaired. I’'m hoping you can tell me what happened.”

DiBdlapaused, an dectrode dangling from his hand. Henry could smell the gooey gel onitsend. “I’m not



anM.D., as| told you yesterday. This sounds like something you should discuss with your doctor a S.
Sebadtian’'s”

Carrie, who had been upset that Henry had not done just that, said, “In the car he sort of lost
consciousness and hiseyesrolled back in hishead.”

Henry said, “My doctor wasn't available this morning, and you are. Can you just tell meif that
experience sounds like a stroke?’

“Tell meabout it again.”

Henry did, and DiBdlasaid, “If it had been a TIA—amini-stroke—you wouldn't have had such astrong
reaction, and if it had been amore serious stroke, either ischemic or hemorrhagic, you' d have been | eft
with at least temporary impairment. But you could have experienced a cardiac event of some sort, Dr.
Erdmann. | think you should have an EKG &t once.”

Heart, not brain. Well, that was better. Still, fear did coldly down Henry’ s spine, and he realized how
much he wanted to go on leading his current life, limited though it was. Still, he smiled and said, “All
right.”

He' d known for at least twenty-five yearsthat growing old wasn't for sisses.

* * % %

Carrie canceled her other resident-assignees, checking in with each on her cell, and shepherded Henry
through the endless hospitd ritudsthat followed, administrative and diagnostic and that most ubiquitous
medical procedure, waiting. By the end of the day, Henry knew that his heart wasfine, his brain showed
no clots or hemorrhages, there was no reason for him to have fainted. That's what they were cdling it
now: afaint, possibly dueto low blood sugar. He was scheduled for glucose-tolerance tests next week.
Fools. It hadn’t been any kind of faint. What had happened to him had been something else entirely, sui
generis.

Then it happened again, the same and yet completely different.

At nearly midnight Henry lay in bed, exhausted. For once, he' d thought, deep would come easly. It
hedn't. Then, al at once, he wasllifted out of hisweary mind. Thistime there was no violent wrenching,
no eyesrolling back in his head. He just suddenly wasn't in his darkened bedroom any more, not in his
body, not in hismind.

He was dancing, soaring with pointed toes high above a polished stage, feding the musclesin hisback
and thighs stretch as he sat cross-legged on adeep cushion he had embroidered with bal bearingsrolling
down afactory assembly line across from soldiers shooting at him as he ducked—

It was gone.

Henry jerked upright, sweating in the dark. He fumbled for the bed lamp, missed, sent the lamp crashing
off the nightstand and onto the floor. He had never danced on a stage, embroidered acushion, worked in
afactory, or goneto war. And he' d been awake. Those were memories, not dreams—no, not even
memories, they were too vivid for that. They’ d been experiences, asvivid and red asif they wereall
happening now, and al happening smultaneoudy. Experiences. But not his.

The lamp was till glowing. Laborioudy he leaned over the side of the bed and plucked it off the floor. As
he set it back on the nightstand, it went out. Not, however, before he saw that the plug had been pulled
from thewall socket during thefall, well before he bent over to pick it up.



* * % %

The ship grew more agitated, the rentsin space-time and resulting flop transitions larger. Every aspect of
the entity strained forward, jumping through the vacuum flux in bursts of radiation that appeared now near
one star system, now another, now in the deep black cold where no stars exerted gravity. The ship could
move no quicker without destroying either nearby star syslems or its own coherence. It raced asrapidly
asit could, sent ahead of itself even faster tendrils of quantum-entangled information. Faster, faster ...

It was not fast enough.

* * % %

FOUR

Thursday morning, Henry’ smind seemed to him as clear as ever. After an early breskfast he sat at his
tiny kitchen table, correcting physics papers. The apartments at St. Sebastian’ s each had asmall eat-in
kitchen, amargindly larger living room, abedroom and bath. Grab rails, non-skid flooring, overly
cheerful colors, and intercoms reminded the residents that they were old—asiif, Henry thought scornfully,
any of them werelikely to forget it. However, Henry didn’t really mind the apartment’ ssize or
surveillance. After al, he'd flourished at Los Alamos, crowded and ramshackle and paranoid asthe
place had been. Mogt of hislife went on inside his head.

For each problem set with incompl ete answers —which would probably be al of them except

Haldan€e' s, dthough JuliaHernandez had at least come up with anove and mathematically interesting
approach—nhetried to follow the student’ s thinking, to see where it had gone wrong. After an hour of
this, he had gone over two papers. A plane screamed overhead, taking off from the airport. Henry gave it
up. He couldn’t concentrate.

Outsde St. Sebadtian’ sinfirmary yesterday, the horrible Evelyn Krenchnoted had said that she didn’t
have a check-up gppointment, but that the doctor was * squeezing her in” because “ something strange
happened yesterday.” She' d al'so mentioned that the aging-hippie beauty, Erin
Whatever-Her-Name-Was, hadn’t had a scheduled appointment either.

Once, at amandatory ambulatory-residents meeting, Henry had seen Evelyn embroidering.
Anna Chernov, St. Sebastian’ s most famous resident, was a ballet dancer. Everyone knew that.

Hefdt stupid even thinking along these lines. What was he hypothesizing here, some sort of telepathy?
No respectable scientific study had ever validated such ahypothesis. Also, during Henry’ sthree years at
. Sebastian’ s—Yyears during which Evelyn and Miss Chernov had aso been in residence—he had
never felt the dightest connection with, or interest in, either of them.

Hetried to go back to correcting problem sets.

The difficulty was, he had two data points, hisown “incidents’ and the sudden rash of unscheduled
doctors appointments, and no way to either connect or eliminate either one. If he could at least satisfy
himsdlf that Evelyn and Erin’ s doctor visits concerned something other than menta episodes, he would be
down to one data point. One was an anomaly. Two were an indicator of ... something.

Thiswasn't one of Henry’ s daysto have Carrie' sassstance. He pulled himsdlf up on hiswalker, inched
to the desk, and found the Resident Directory. Evelyn had no listings for ether cell phone or email. That
surprised him; you' d think such ayenta would want as many ways to bother people as possible. But
some St. Sebadtian’ sresidents were dtill, after all these decades, wary of any technology they hadn’t



grown up with. Fools, thought Henry, who had once driven four hundred milesto buy one of thefirst,
primitive, put-it-together-yoursdf kitsfor apersona computer. He noted Evelyn’ s apartment number and
hobbled toward the elevators.

“Why, Henry Erdmann! Comein, comein!” Evelyn cried. She looked astonished, aswell she might.
And—oh, God—behind her sat acircle of women, their chairs jammed in like molecules under hydraulic
compression, al sawing on bright pieces of cloth.

“I don’'t want to intrude on your—"

“Oh, it'sjust the Chrismas Elves!” Evelyn cried. “We re getting an early start on the holiday wall hanging
for thelobby. The old oneis getting so shabby.”

Henry didn’t remember aholiday wall hanging in the lobby, unless she was referring to that garish lumpy
blanket with Santa Claus handing out babies to guardian angels. The angels had had tight, cotton-wool
hair that made them look like Q-Tips. He said, “Never mind, it' s not important.”

“Oh, comeonin! We were just talking about—and maybe you have more information on it'—this
fabulous necklace that Anna Chernov hasin the office safe, the one the czar gave—"

“No, no, | have no information. I'll—"
“Butif you just—"
Henry said desperately, “I’ll call you later.”

To hishorror, Evelyn lowered her eyes and murmured demurdly, “All right, Henry,” while the women
behind her tittered. He backed away down the hall.

He was pondering how to discover Erin’slast name when she emerged from an elevator. “ Excuse me!”
he called the length of the corridor. “May | spesk to you amoment?’

She came toward him, another book in her hand, her face curious but resarved. “Y es?’

“My nameisHenry Erdmann. I'd like to ask what will, | know, sound like avery strange question.
Pleaseforgive my intrusiveness, and believe that | have agood reason for asking. Y ou had an
unscheduled appointment with Dr. Felton yesterday?”

Something moved behind her eyes. “Yes”

“Did your reason for seeing him have to do with any sort of ... of menta experience? A smdl seizure, or
an episode of memory aberration, perhaps?’

Erin’ sringed hand tightened on her book. He noted, numbly, that today it seemed to be anove. She
sad, “Let'stak.”

* k% k% %

“I don't believeit,” hesaid. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Bass, but it sounds like rubbish to me.”

She shrugged, adow movement of thin shoulders under her peasant blouse. Her long printed skirt,
ydlow flowers on black, swirled on the floor. Her gpartment looked like her: bits of cloth hanging on the
walls, acurtain of beads instead of adoor to the bedroom, Hindu statues and crystal pyramids and
Navaho blankets. Henry didiked the clutter, the childishness of the decor, even as hefelt flooded by
gratitude toward Erin Bass. She had released him. Her ideas about the * incidents” were so dumb that he



could eadly dismissthem, dong with anything he might have been thinking which resembled them.

“There san energy inthe universeasawhole,” she'd said. “When you stop resisting the flow of life and
give up the grasping of trishna, you awaken to that energy. In popular terms, you have an ‘ out-of-body
experience,’ activating stored karmafrom past lives and fusing it into one moment of transcendent

ingght.”

Henry had had no transcendenta insight. He knew about energy in the universe—it was caled
electromagnetic radiation, gravity, the strong and wesk nuclear forces— and none of it had karma. He
didn’'t believe in reincarnation, and he hadn’t been out of his body. Throughout al three*incidents” he'd
felt hisbody firmly encasing him. He hadn't | eft; other minds had somehow seemed to comein. But it was
al nonsense, an aberration of abrain whose synapses and axons, dendrites and vesicles, were Ssmply
growing old.

He grasped hiswalker and rose. “ Thanks anyway, Mrs. Bass. Good-bye.”
“Agan, cal me‘Erin.” Areyou sure you wouldn't like some green tea before you go?’
“Quite sure. Take care.”

Hewas at the door when she said, almost casudly, “ Oh, Henry? When | had my own out-of-body
Tuesday evening, there were others with mein the awakened state.... Were you ever closely connected
with—I know this sounds odd—alight that somehow shone more brightly than many suns?’

Heturned and stared &t her.

* * % %

“Thiswill take about twenty minutes,” DiBdlasaid as Henry did into the MRI machine. He d had the
procedure before and didiked it just as much then, the fedling of being enclosed in atube not much larger
than a coffin. Some people, he knew, couldn’t tolerateit at al. But Henry’ d be damned if he let apiece
of machinery defeat him, and anyway the tube didn’t enclose him completely; it was open at the bottom.
So he pressed hislipstogether and closed his eyes and let the machine swallow his strapped-down body.

“Y ou okay in there, Dr. Erdmann?’
“I'mfine”
“Good. Excdllent. Just relax.”

To hisown surprise, hedid. In the tube, everything seemed very remote. He actualy dozed, waking
twenty minutes later when the tube did him out again.

“Everything look norma?’ he asked DiBédlla, and held his brezath.

“Completely,” DiBdlasaid. “Thank you, that’s agood basdine for my study. Y our next one, you know,
will comeimmediately after you view aten-minute video. I’ ve scheduled that for aweek from today.”

“Fine” Normal. Then his brain was okay, and thisweirdnesswas over. Rdlief turned him jaunty. “I'm
glad to assist your project, doctor. What isitsfocus, agan?’

“Cerebrd activation patternsin senior citizens. Did you redlize, Dr. Erdmann, thet the over-sixty-five
demographic isthe fastest-growing onein the world? And that globally there are now 140 million people
over the age of eighty?’



Henry hadn’t redlized, nor did he care. The St. Sebastian’ s aide came forward to help Henry to hisfeet.
He was adour young man whose name Henry hadn’t caught. DiBdllasaid, “Where' s Carrie today?’

“It'snot her day with me.”

“Ah.” DiBdladidn’'t sound very interested; he was dready prepping his screensfor the next volunteer.
Time onthe MRI, he' d told Henry, wastight, having to be scheduled between hospital use.

The dour young man——Darryl? Darrin? Dustin?—drove Henry back to St. Sebastian’ sand left him to
make hisown way upgtairs. In his apartment, Henry lowered himself laborioudy to the sofa. Just afew
minutes nap, that'sal he needed, even ashort excursion tired him so much now—although it would be
better if Carrie had been aong, she dwaystook such good care of him, such akind and dear young
woman. If he and Ida had ever had children, he’ d have wanted them to be like Carrie. If that bastard Jm
Pdltier ever again tried to—

It shot through him like abalt of lightning.

Henry screamed. Thistime the experience hurt, searing theinsgde of his skull and his spind cord down to
histailbone. No dancing, no embroidering, no meditating—and yet others were there, not asindividuals
but as a collective sensation, ashared pain, making the pain worse by pooling it. He couldn’t stand it, he
was going to die, thiswas the end of —

The pain was gone. It vanished as quickly asit came, leaving him bruised inside, throbbing asif hisentire
brain had undergone aroot cand. Hisgorgerose, and just in time he twisted his aching body to the side
and vomited over the side of the sofa onto the carpet.

Hisfingersfumbled in the pocket of histrousersfor the St. Sebagtian’ s panic button that Carrieinsisted
he wear. He found it, pressed the center, and lost consciousness.

* * % %

HVE

Carrie went home early. Thursday afternoons were assigned to Mrs. Lopez, and her granddaughter had
showed up unexpectedly. Carrie suspected that Vicky Lopez wanted money again, Snce that seemed to
be the only time she did turn up a St. Sebagtian’s, but that was not Carrie’ s business. Mrs. Lopez said
happily that Vicky could just as easily take her shopping instead of Carrie, and Vicky agreed, looking
greedy. So Carrie went home.

If she' d been fortunate enough to have a grandmother—to have any relatives besides her no-good
step-brothersin Cdifornia—she would treat that hypothetical grandmother better than did Vicky, she of
the designer jeans and cashmere crew necks and massive credit-card debt. Although Carrie wouldn'’t
want her grandmother to be like Mrs. Lopez, either, who trested Carrie like not-very-clean hired help.

Wéll, shewas hired help, of course. Thejob asa St. Sebagtian’ saide wasthe first thing she'd seeninthe
Classfiedsthe day she finally walked out on Jm. She grabbed the job blindly, like a person going over a
cliff who sees afragile branch growing from crumbly rock. The weird thing was thet after the first day,
she knew she was going to stay. Sheliked old people (most of them, anyway). They were interesting and
grateful (most of them, anyway)—and safe. During that first terrified week at the YMCA, while she
searched for a one-room apartment she could actually afford, St. Sebastian’ s was the one place shefelt
safe.

Jm had changed that, of course. He' d found out the locations of her job and apartment. Cops could find



anything.

She unlocked her door after making sure the dingy corridor was empty, dipped insde, shot the deadbolt,
and turned on the light. The only window faced an air shaft, and the room was dark even on the brightest
day. Carrie had done what she could with bright cushions and Savation Army lamps and dried flowers,
but dark was dark.

“Hdlo, Carie” Jm sad.

Shewhirled around, stifling a scream. But the sickening thing was the rest of her reaction. Unbidden and
hated—God, how hated!—but Htill there was the sudden thrill, the flash of excitement that energized
every part of her body. “That’ snot unusua,” her counsdlor at the Battered Women’ s Help Center had
sad, “because frequently an abuser and hisvictim are both fully engaged in the struggle to dominate each
other. How triumphant do you fed when he' sin the apol ogy-and-wooing phase of the abuse cycle? Why
do you think you haven't left before now?’

It had taken Carrie so long to accept that. And here it was again. Here Jm was again.
“How did you get in?’
“Doesit matter?’

“You got Kelsey tolet youin, didn't you?” The building super could be bribed to almost anything with a
bottle of Scotch. Although maybe Jim hadn’t needed that; he had a badge. Not even the charges she'd
brought against him, al of which had been dropped, had affected hisjob. Nobody on the outside ever
redlized how common domestic violence wasin cops homes.

Jm wasn't in uniform now. He wore jeans, boots, a sports coat she' d dways liked. He held abouquet of
flowers. Not supermarket carnations, either: red rosesin shining gold paper. “Carrie, I'm sorry | startled
you, but | wanted so bad for usto talk. Please, just let me have ten minutes. That'sal. Ten minutesisn't
much to give me againg three years of marriage.”

“We re not married. We're legaly separated.”
“I know. | know. And | deservethat you left me. | know that now. But just ten minutes. Please.”
“You're not supposed to be here at dl! There' sarestraining order against you—and you're acop!”

“I' know. I’'m risking my career to talk to you for ten minutes. Doesn't that say how much | care? Here,
these arefor you.”

Humbly, eyes beseeching, he held out the roses. Carrie didn’t take them.
“Y ou blackened my eye the last time we ‘talked,” you bastard!”

“I' know. If you knew how much I’ ve regretted that.... If you had any ideahow many nights| laid avake
hating mysdif for that. | was out of my mind, Carrie. | redlly was. But it taught me something. I’ ve
changed. I’'m going to A.A. now, I’ ve got asponsor and everything. I’ m working my program.”

“I’ve heard thisdl before!”

“I' know. | know you have. But thistimeisdifferent.” He lowered his eyes, and Carrie put her handson
her hips. Then it hit her: She had said dl this before, too. She had stood in this scolding, one-up stance.
He had stood in his humble stance, aswell. This was the gpol ogy-and-wooing stage that the counselor



had talked about, just one more scene in their endless script. And shewas egting it up asif it had never
happened before, was reveing in the glow of righteous indignation fed by hisgroveling. Just likethe
counsdlor had said.

She was s0 sickened at hersdlf that her knees nearly buckled.
“Get out, Jm.”

“I'will. I will. Just tell methat you heard me, that there’ s some chance for us dlill, eveniif it sachancel
don't deserve. Oh, Carrie—"

“Get out!” Her nausested fury was at hersdlf.
“If you'd jus—"
“Out! Out now!”

Hisface changed. Humility was replaced by astonishment—thiswasn't how their script went—and then
by rage. He threw the flowers at her. “Y ou won’'t even listen to me? | come here goddamn apologizing
and you won't even listen? What makes you so much better than me, you fucking bitch you' re nothing
but a—"

Carriewhirled around and grabbed for the deadbolt. He was faster. Fagter, stronger, and that wasthe
old script, too, how could she forget for even ahaf second he—

Jm threw her to the floor. Did he have his gun? Would he—she caught aglimpse of hisface, so twisted
with rage that he looked like somebody else, even as she was throwing up her armsto protect her head.
Hekicked her in the belly. The pain was astonishing. It burned aong her body she was burning she
couldn’t bresthe she was going to die.... His boot drew back to kick her again and Carrietried to
scream. No breath came. Thiswasit then no no no—

Jm crumpled to the floor.

Between her sheltering arms, she caught sight of hisface as he went down. Astonishment gaped open the
mouth, widened the eyes. The image clapped onto her brain. His body fell heavily on top of hers, and
didn't move.

When she could breathe again, she crawled out from under him, whimpering with short guttural sounds:
uh uh uh. Yet apart of her brain worked clearly, coldly. Shefelt for apulse, held her fingersover his
mouith to find a breath, put her ear to his chest. He was dead.

She staggered to the phone and called 911.

* k% k% %

Cops. Carrie didn’t know them; thiswasn't Im'’ s precinct. First uniforms and then detectives. An
ambulance. A forensic team. Photographs, fingerprints, a search of the one-room apartment, with her
consent. Y ou have the right to remain silent. She didn’t remain silent, didn’t need alawyer, told what she
knew as Jm’ s body was replaced by a chaked outline and neighbors gathered in the hall. And when it
wasfindly, finaly over and she wastold that her apartment was a crime scene until the autopsy was
performed and where could she go, she said, “ St. Sebagtian’s. | work there.”

“Maybe you should call in Sck for thisnight’ sshift, ma am, it s—’



“I'm going to St. Sebadtian’'s!”

She did, her hands shaky on the steering whedl. She went straight to Dr. Erdmann’ s door and knocked
hard. Hiswalker inche across the floor, insde. Insgde, where it was safe.

“Carrie! What on Earth—"
“Can | comein? Pleass? The police—"

“Police?’ hesaid sharply. “What police?’ Peering around her asif he expected to see blue uniformsfilling
the hal. “Where syour coat? It’ sfifty degrees out!”

She had forgotten a coat. Nobody had mentioned a coat. Pack abag, they said, but nobody had
mentioned a coat. Dr. Erdmann aways knew the temperature and barometer reading, he kept track of
such things. Belatedly, and for thefirst time, she burst into tears.

Hedrew her in, made her sit on the sofa. Carrie noticed, with the cold clear part of her mind that il
seemed to be functioning, that there was a very wet spot on the carpet and a strong odor, asif someone
had scrubbed with disinfectant. “Could | ... could | have adrink?’ She hadn’t known she was going to
say that until the words were out. She seldom drank. Too much like Jim.

Jm...

The sherry steadied her. Sherry seemed so civilized, and so did the miniature glass he offered it in. She
bresthed easier, and told him her story. He listened without saying aword.

“I think I’'m asuspect,” Carrie said. “Well, of course | am. He just dropped dead when we were fighting
... but I never so much aslaid ahand on him. | wasjust trying to protect my head and ... Dr. Erdmann,
what isit? Y ou rewhite as snow! | shouldn't have come, I'm sorry, 1—"

“Of course you should have come!” he snapped, so harshly that she was startled. A moment later he
tried to smile. “ Of course you should have come. What are friendsfor?’

Friends. But she had other friends, younger friends. Joanne and Connie and Jennifer ... not that she had
seen any of them much in the last three months. 1t had been Dr. Erdmann she’ d thought of, first and
immediately. And now he looked so...

“You'renotwdl,” shesad. “What isit?’

“Nothing. | ate something bad at lunch, in the dining room. Half the building started vomiting afew hours
later. Evelyn Krenchnoted and GinaMartindli and Erin Bass and Bob Donovan and Al Cosmano and
AnnaChernov. More.”

He watched her carefully as he recited the names, asif she should somehow react. Carrie knew some of
those people, but mostly just to say hello. Only Mr. Cosmano was on her resident-assigneelist. Dr.
Erdmann looked stranger than she had ever seen him.

Hesaid, “ Carrie, what time did Jm ... did he drop dead? Can you fix the exact time?’

“Wel, let mesee ... | left here at two and | stopped at the bank and the gas station and the convenience
store, so maybe 3:00 or 3:30? Why?’

Dr. Erdmann didn’t answer. Hewas silent for so long that Carrie grew uneasy. She shouldn’'t have come,
it was aterrible imposition, and anyway there was probably arule againgt aides staying in resdents



gpartments, what was she thinking—

“Let me get blankets and pillow for the sofa,” Dr. Erdmann finally said, in avoicethat still sounded odd
to Carrie. “It'sfairly comfortable. For asofa”

* k % %

SIX

Not possible. The most ridiculous coincidence. That was all—coincidence. Smultaneity was not
cause-and-effect. Even the dimmest physics undergraduate knew that.

In hismind, Henry heard Richard Feynman say about string theory, “1 don’t like that they’ re not
caculating anything. | don't like that they don’t check their idess. | don't like that for anything that
disagrees with an experiment, they cook up an explanation.... Thefirg principleisthat you must not fool
yoursalf—and you are the easiest person to fool.” Henry hadn’t liked Feynman, whom he’ d met at
conferences a Ca Tech. A buffoon, with hisbongo drumsand his practical jokes and hislock-picking.
Undignified. But the brilliant buffoon had been right. Henry didn’t like string theory, either, and hedidn’t
like ideas that weren't calculated, checked, and verified by experimenta data. Besides, the ideathat
Henry had somehow killed Jm Pdltier with histhoughts.... preposterous.

Mere thoughts could not send a bolt of energy through a distant man’s body. But the bolt itself wasn't a
“cooked-up” idea. It had happened. Henry had felt it.

DiBdlahad said that Henry’ sMRI |ooked completely normd.

Henry lay awake much of Thursday night, which made the second night in arow, while Carrie dept the
oblivious degp dumber of the young. In the morning, before she was awake, he dressed quietly, |eft the
gpartment with hiswalker, and made hisway to the St. Sebastian’s Infirmary. He expected to find the
Infirmary gtill crammed with people who' d vomited when he had yesterday afternoon. He was wrong.

“Can| hdpyou?’ said astout, middle-aged nurse carrying abreakfast tray. “ Areyou feding ill?’
“No, no,” Henry said hadtily. “I’m hereto visit someone. Evelyn Krenchnoted. She was here yesterday.”

“Oh, Evelyn’s gone back. They’ve dl gone back, the food poisoning was so mild. Our only patients here
now are Bill Terry and Anna Chernov.” She said the latter name the way many of the staff did, asif she'd
just been waiting for an excuse to speek it doud. Usudly thisirritated Henry—what was ballet dancing
compared to, say, physics?—but now he seized onit.

“May | see Miss Chernov, then? |s she awvake?’
“Thisisher tray. Follow me.”

The nurse led the way to the end of ashort corridor. Y ellow curtains, bedside table, monitorsand 1V
poles; the room looked like every other hospital room Henry had ever seen, except for the flowers.
Masses and masses of flowers, bouquets and live plants and one huge floor pot of brass holding what
looked like an entire small tree. A man, amost lost amid al the flowers, sat in the room’sone chair.

“Here shbreakfast, Miss Chernov,” said the nurse reverently. She fussed with setting the tray on the table,
positioning it across the bed, removing the dish covers.

“Thank you.” Anna Chernov gave her agracious, practiced amile, and looked inquiringly at Henry. The
other man, who had not risen & Henry’ s entrance, glared at him.



They made an odd pair. The dancer, who looked younger than whatever her actua age happened to be,
was more beautiful than Henry had realized, with huge green eyes over perfect cheekbones. She wasn't
hooked to any of the machinery on the wall, but acast on her Ieft leg bulged beneath the yellow
bedcover. The man had a head shaped like a garden trowel, an aggressively bristly gray crew cut, and
small suspicious eyes. He wore an ill-fitting sports coat over ared T-shirt and jeans. There seemed to be
grease under hisfingernails—grease, in St. Sebadtian’ s? Henry would have taken him for part of the
maintenance staff except that he looked too old, athough vigorous and walker-free. Henry wished him at
the devil. Thiswas going to be difficult enough without an audience.

“Miss Chernov, pleaseforgive theintruson, especidly so early, but | think thisisimportant. My nameis
Henry Erdmann, and I’'m aresident on Three.”

“Good morning,” she said, with the same practiced, detached graciousness she’ d shown the nurse. “ This
isBob Donovan.”

“Hi,” Donovan said, not smiling.
“Areyou connected in any way with the press, Mr. Erdmann? Because | do not give interviews.”

“No, I'm not. I'll get right to the point, if | may. Y esterday | had an attack of nauses, just asyou did, and
you aso, Mr. Donovan. Evelyn Krenchnoted told me.”

Donovan rolled his eyes. Henry would have smiled at that if he hadn’t felt so tense.

He continued, “I’ m not sure the nauseawas food poisoning. In my case, it followed a... asort of attack
of aquite different sort. | felt what | can only describe asabolt of energy burning dong my nerves, very
powerfully and painfully. I’'m hereto ask if you felt anything smilar.”

Donovan said, “Y ou adoctor?’
“Notan M.D.I’'maphyscist.”

Donovan scowled savagdly, asif physics were somehow offensive. Anna Chernov said, “Yes, | did, Dr.
Erdmann, although | wouldn’t describeit as*painful.’ It didn’t hurt. But a“bolt of energy dong the
nerves —yes. It fet like—" She stopped abruptly.

“Yes?’ Henry said. His heart had started adow, irregular thump in his chest. Someone else had dso felt
that energy.

But Annadeclined to say what it had felt like. Instead she turned her head to the side. “Bob? Did you
fed anything likethat?’

“Yeah. Sowhat?’

“I don't know what,” Henry said. All a once, leaning on the walker, his kneesfelt wobbly. Annanoticed
at once. “Bob, bring Dr. Erdmann the chair, please.”

Donovan got up from the chair, dragged it effortlesdy over to Henry, and stood sulkily beside ahuge
bouquet of autumn-colored chrysanthemums, roses, and dahlias. Henry sank onto the chair. He was at
eyelevel with the card to the flowers, which said FROM THE ABT COMPANY . GET WELL SOON!

Annasaid, “1 don’'t understand what you' re driving at, Dr. Erdmann. Are you saying we al had the same
disease and it wasn't food poisoning? It was something with a... asurge of energy followed by nausea?’



“Yes, | guess| am.” He couldn’t tell her about Jm Peltier. Here, in this flower-and-antiseptic
atmosphere, under Donovan' s pathetic jealousy and Anna s cool courtesy, the whole idea seemed
unbelievably wild. Henry Erdmann did not like wild ideas. He was, &fter dl, ascientist.

But that same trait made him persist alittle longer. “Had you felt anything like that ever before, Miss
Chernov?’

“Anng,” shesaid automaticaly. “Yes, | did. Threetimes before, in fact. But much more minor, and with
no nausea | think they were just passng moments of dozing off, in fact. I’ ve been laid up with thisleg for
afew daysnow, and it’s been boring enough that | degp alot.”

It was said without self-pity, but Henry had a sudden glimpse of what being “laid up” must meanto a
woman for whom the body, not the mind, had been the lifelong source of achievement, of pleasure, of
occupation, of saf. What, in fact, growing old must mean to such awoman. Henry had been more
fortunate; hismind was hislife source, not his ageing body, and hismind till worked fine.

Or didit, if it could hatch that crackpot hypothesis? What would Feynman, Teller, Gdll-Mann have said?
Embarrassment swamped him. He struggled torise.

“Thank you, Miss Chernov, | won't take up any more of your—"

“I fetit, too,” Donovan said suddenly. “But only two times, like you said. Tuesday and yesterday
afternoon. What are you after here, doc? Y ou saying there' s something going around? Isit dangerous?’

Henry, holding onto the walker, turned to stare at him. “Y ou fdt it, too?’
“I just told you | did! Now you tell me—isthis some new catching, dangerous-like disease?’

The man was frightened, and covering fear with belligerence. Did he even understand what a* physcist”
was? He seemed to have taken Henry for some sort of specidized physician. What on Earth was Bob
Donovan doing with Anna Chernov?

He had hisanswer in the way she dismissed them both. “No, Bob, there’ s no dangerous disesse. Dr.
Erdmannisn’t in medicine. Now if you don’'t mind, I'm very tired and | must eat or the nursewill scold
me. Perhaps you' d better leave now, and maybe I’ [l see you both around the building when I’'m
discharged.” She smiled wearily.

Henry saw thelook on Donovan’ sface, alook he associated with undergraduates: hopeless, helpless
lovesickness. Amid those wrinkles and sags, the ook was ridiculous. And yet completely sincere, poor
bastard.

“Thank you again,” Henry said, and left as quickly as hiswaker would alow. How dare shetreat him
like aprincessdismissing alackey? And yet ... he' d been theintruder on her world, that feminine arena of
flowersand balet and artificia courtesy. A foreign, somehow repulsive world. Not like therigorous
masculine brawl of physics.

But he'd learned that she' d felt the “energy,” too. And so had Donovan, and at the exact sametimes as
Henry. Severd more data pointsfor ... what?

He paused on hisdow way to the elevator and closed his eyes.

* * % %

When Henry reached his apartment, Carrie was awake. She sat with two strangers, who both rose as



Henry entered, at the table where Henry and Ida had eaten dinner for fifty years. The smell of coffee
filledtheair.

“I made coffee,” Carriesaid. “I hopeyou don’'t mind ... Thisis Detective Geraci and Detective
Washington. Dr. Erdmann, thisis his gpartment...” Shetrailed off, looking miserable. Her hair hung in
uncombed tangles and some sort of black make-up smudged under her eyes. Or maybe just tiredness.

“Hélo, Dr. Erdmann,” the male detective said. He was big, heavily muscled, with beard shadow even at
this hour—just the sort of thuggish looks that Henry most mistrusted. The black woman was much
younger, smal and neat and unsmiling. “We had afew follow-up questionsfor Ms. Vesey about last
night.”

Henry said, “Does she need alawyer?’

“That’ s up to your granddaughter, of course,” at the same moment that Carrie said, 1 told them | don't
want alawyer,” and Henry was adding, “1I’ll pay for it.” In the confusion of sentences, the mistake about
“granddaughter” went uncorrected.

Geraci sad, “Wereyou herewhen Ms. Vesey arrived last night?’

“Yes” Henry said.

“And can you tell usyour whereabouts yesterday afternoon, Sir?’

Wasthe man afool ?“ Certainly | can, but surely you don't suspect me, gr, of killing Officer Peltier?’
“We don't suspect anyone at this point. WEe re asking routine questions, Dr. Erdmann.”

“| wasin Redborn Memoria from mid-afternoon until just before Carrie arrived here. The Emergency
Room, being checked for asuspected heart attack. Which,” he added hastily, seeing Carrie’ sface, “1 did
not have. It was merely severe indigestion brought on by the attack of food poisoning St. Sebagtian’s
suffered yesterday afternoon.”

Hah! Takethat, Detective Thug!
“Thank you,” Geraci said. “Areyou aphyscian, Dr. Erdmann?’
“No. A doctor of physics.”

He half-expected Geraci to be asignorant about that as Bob Donovan had been, but Geraci surprised
him. “Experimenta or theoreticad?’

“Theoretical. Not, however, for along time. Now | teach.”

“Good for you.” Geraci rose, Detective Washington just abeat behind him. In Henry’ s hearing the
woman had said nothing whatsoever. “ Thank you both. We' Il be in touch about the autopsy results.”

In the elevator, TaraWashington said, “ These old-people places give me the creeps.”
“Oneday you and—"

“Spare methelecture, Vince. | know | haveto get old. | don't haveto likeit.”



“You havealot of timeyet,” he said, but hismind clearly wasn't on the rote reassurance. * Erdmann
knows something.”

“Yeah?’ Shelooked at him with interest; Vince Geraci had areputation in the department for having a
“nose” Hewasinevitably right about thingsthat smdled hinky. Truth was, shewasalittlein ave of him.
She' d only made detective last month and was fucking lucky to be partnered with Geraci. Sill, her
natural skepticism led her to say, “ That old guy? He sure the hell didn’t do thejob himsdlf. He couldn’t
squash a cockroach. Y ou talking about a hit for hire?’

“Don’t know.” Geraci consdered. “No. Something else. Something more esoteric.”

Taradidn’'t know what “esoteric” meant, so she kept quiet. Geraci was smart. Too smart for hisown
good, some uniforms said, but that wasjust jedlousy taking, or the kind of copsthat would rather smash
down doors than solve crimes. Tara Washington knew she was no door-smasher. Sheintended to learn
everything she could from Vince Geraci, even if shedidn’t have hisvocabulary. Everything, and then
some. Sheintended to someday be just as good as he was.

Geraci sad, “Let’ stak to the staff about this epidemic of food poisoning.”

But the food poisoning checked out. And halfway through the morning, the autopsy report was called in.
Geraci shut hiscdl and said, “ Pdltier died of ‘acardiac event.” Massive and instantaneous heart failure.”

“Young cop likethat? Fit and dl?’
“That' swhat the M.E. says.”

“Sono foul play. Investigation closed.” In away, she was disappointed. The murder of acop by a
battered wife would have been pretty high-profile. That’ swhy Geraci had been assigned toit.

“Investigation closed,” Geraci said. “But just the same, Erdmann knows something. We' re just never
gonnafind out what itis”

* * % %

SEVEN

Just before noon on Friday, Evelyn lowered her plump body onto a cot ready to dideinto the
strange-looking medica tube. She had dressed up for the occasion in her best suit, the polyester blue one
with all the bluelace, and her good cream pumps. Dr. DiBella—such a good-looking young man, too
bad she wasn't fifty years younger ahahaha—said, “Are you comfortable, Mrs. Krenchnoted?’

“Cdl meEvdyn. Yes, I'mfine, | never had one of these—what did you call it?’

“A functiona MRI. I'm just going to Strap you in, Sinceit’ svery important you lie completdly ill for the
procedure.”

“Oh, yes, | see, you don’t want my brain wobbling all over the place while you take a picture of—Gina,
you gtill there? | can’t see—"

“I'm here)” Ginacaled. “Don’t be scared, Evelyn.  Though | walk inthe valley of—'"

“There sno shadows here and I’'m not scared!” Really, sometimes Gina could be Too Much. Still, the
MRI tube was abit unsettling. “ Y ou just tell me when you' re reedy to dide meinto that thing, doctor,
and I’ll brace mysdlf. It' stight asa coffin, isn't it? Well, I’m going to be underground along time but |



don't plan on gtarting now, ahahaha! But if | can keep talking to you while | goin—"

“Certainly. Just keep talking.” He sounded resigned, poor man. Well, no wonder, he must get bored with
doing thingslikethisal thelive-long day. She cast around for something to cheer him up.

“You'reover at St. Sebastian’ salot now, aren’t you, when you're not herethat is, did you hear yet
about Anna Chernov’s necklace?’

“No, what about it? That'sit, just hold your head right here.”

“It'sfabulous!” Evelyn said, alittle desperately. He was putting some sort of vise on her head, she
couldn’t moveit at dl. Her heart sped up. “ Diamonds and rubiesand | don’t know what al. The Russian
czar gaveit to some famous balerinawho—"

“Redlly?Which czar?”

“Theczar! Of Russa” Redly, what did the young learn in school these days?“He gaveit to some
famous ballerinawho was Anna Chernov’ steacher and she gave it to Anna, who naturdly keepsit in the
. Sebadtian’s safe because just think if it were stolen, it wouldn’t do the Home' s reputation any good at
al and anyway it's absolutely priceless so— oh!”

“You'll just didein niceand dow, Evelyn. It' |l befine. Closeyour eyesif that helps. Now, have you seen
this necklace?”’

“Oh, no!” Evelyn gasped. Her heart raced as she felt the bed dide benegth her. “I’ d love to, of course,
but Annaisn't exactly friendly, she's pretty stuck-up, well | suppose that comes with being so famous
and dl but till—Doctor!”

“Do you want to come out?’ he said, and she could tell that he was disappointed, she was sengitive that
way, and she did want to come out but she didn’t want to disgppoint him, so0 ... “No! I'mfine! The
necklace is something I'd really like to see, though, al those diamonds and rubies and maybe even
sapphirestoo, those are my favorite ssoneswith that bluefirein them, I'd redlly redlly liketo seeit—"

She was babbling, but al a once it seemed she could see the necklace in her mind, just the way she'd
picturedit. A string of huge glowing diamonds and hanging from them a pendant of rubies and sapphires
shining like I-don’ t-know-what but more beautiful than anything she’ d ever seen oh she'd loveto touch it
just once! If Anna Chernov weren't so stuck-up and selfish then maybe she' d get the necklace from the
safe and show it to Evelyn let her touch it get the necklace from the safe it would surely be the most
wonderful thing Evelyn had ever seen or imagined get the necklace from the ssfe—

Evelyn screamed. Pain spattered through her like hot oil off astove, burning her nerves and turning her
mind to ared cloud ... So much pain! Shewas going to die, thiswasit and she hadn’t even bought her
cemetery plot yet oh God the pain—

Then the pain was gone and she lay sobbing as the bed did out of the tube. Dr. DiBellawas saying
something but his voice wasfar away and growing farther ... farther ... farther....

Gone.

* k % %

Henry sat done, eating atunafish sandwich at hiskitchen table. Carrie had gone to work elsawherein
the building. It had been pleasant having her here, even though of course she—



Energy poured through him, like a sudden surge in household current, and dl his nerves glowed. That
wasthe only word. No pain thistime, but something bright grew in his mind, white and red and blue but
certainly not aflag, hard as stones ... yes, stones ... jewels...

It was gone. An immense lassitude took Henry. He could barely hold his head up, keep his eyes open. It
took al hisenergy to push off from the table, stagger into the bedroom, and fal onto the bed, hismind

empty as deep space.

* * % %

Cariewasfilling in a a pre-lunch card game in the dining room, making afourth at euchre with Ed
Rosewood, Ralph Gaetta, and Al Cosmano. Mr. Cosmano was her Friday morning res dent-assignee.
She' d taken him to buy a birthday gift for his daughter in Cdifornia, to the Post Office to wragp and mall
it, and then to the physical therapist. Mr. Cosmano was acomplainer. St. Sebastian’ swas too cold, the
doctors didn’t know nothing, they wouldn't let you smoke, the food wasterrible, he missed the old
neighborhood, his daughter insisted on living in Cdliforniainstead of making ahome for her old ded, kids
these days.... Carrie went on smiling. Even Mr. Cosmano was better than being home in the gpartment
where Jm had died. When her lease was up, she was going to find something e se, but in the meantime
she had signed up for extrahours at St. Sebastian’s, just to not be home.

“Carrie, heartsled,” Ed Rosewood said. He was her partner, a sweet man whose hobby was watching
C-Span. He would watch anything at all on C-Span, even hearings of the House Appropriations
Committee, for hours and hours. Thiswas good for St. Sebastian’ s because Mr. Rosewood didn't want
an aide. He had to be pried off the TV even to play cards once aweek. Mike O’ Kane, their usua fourth,
didn’t fed wel enough to play today, which waswhy Carrie sat holding five cards as the kitchen staff
clattered in the next room, preparing lunch. Outside a plane passed overhead, droned away.

“Oh, yes,” Carriesaid, “hearts.” She had a heart, thank heavens, since she couldn’t remember what was
trump. She was no good at cards.

“There stheking.”
“Garbagefromme.”

“Your lead, Ed.”

“Aceof clubs”

“Clubs going around.... Carrie?’

“Oh, yes, |...” Who led? Clubs were the only things on the table. She had no clubs, so shethrew a
spade. Mr. Galettalaughed.

Al Cosmano said, with satisfaction, “ Carrie, you redly shouldn't trump your partner’ s ace.”
“Did | do that? Oh, I'm sorry, Mr. Rosewood, 1—"

Ed Rosewood dumped in his chair, eyes closed. So did Al Cosmano. Ralph Galetta stared dazedly at
Carrie, then carefully laid his head on the table, eyes fixed.

“Mr. Cosmano! Help, somebody!”

The kitchen staff came running. But now al three men had their eyes open again, looking confused and
despy.



“What happened?’ demanded a cook.
“I don’'t know,” Carriesaid, “they all just got ... tired.”
The cook stared at Carrie asif she’ d gone demented. “ Tired?’

“Yeah ... tired,” Ed Rosewood said. “1 just ... bye, guys. I’'m going to take anap. Don't want lunch.” He
rose, unsteady but walking on his own power, and headed out of the dining room. The other two men
followed.

“Tired,” the cook said, glaring a Carrie.
“All a oncel Redlly, redlly tired, like aspdl of somekind!”

“A smultaneous ‘spell,’” the cook said. “Right. Y ou' re new here? Well, old people get tired.” She
walked away.

Carriewasn't new. The three men hadn’t just had normal tiredness. But there was no way to tdll this
bitch that, no way to even tdl hersdf in any termsthat made sense. Nothing wasright.

Carrie had no appetite for lunch. Shefled to the ladies’ room, where at least she could be aone.

Vince Geraci’s cell rang as he and Tara Washington exited a convenience store on East ElIm. They’d
been talking to the owner, who may or may not have been involved in an insurance scam. Vince had let
Tarado mogt of the questioning, and she' d felt herself swell like ahappy balloon when he said, “Nice
job, rookie.”

“Geraci,” he said into the cell, then listened as they walked. Just before they reached the car, he said,
“Okay,” and clicked off.

“What do we have?’ Taraasked.
“We have acoincidence.”
“A coincidence?’

“Yes.” The skin on hisforehead took on a strange topography. “ St. Sebastian’ s again. Somebody
cracked the safe in the office.”

“Anything gone?’
“Let’sgofind out.”
* * k% %

Erin Bass woke on her yogamat, the TV screen ablue blank except for CHANNEL 3 in the upper
corner. She sat up, dazed but coherent. Something had happened.

She sat up carefully, her ringed hands lifting her body dowly off the mat. No broken bones, no pain
anywhere. Apparently she had just collapsed onto the mat and then stayed out as the yoga tape played
itsdlf to an end. She' d been up to the fish posture, so there had been about twenty minutes left on the
tape. And how long since then? The wall clock said 1:20. So about an hour.

Nothing hurt. Erin took adeep breath, rolled her head, stood up. Still no pain. And there hadn’t been
pain when it happened, but there had been something ... not the calm place that yoga or meditation



sometimestook her, either. That place was pae blue, like arestful vista of valleys seen a dusk from a
high, still mountain. Thiswas brightly hued, rushing, morelikeariver ... ariver of colors, blueand red and
white.

Shewalked into the gpartment’ stiny kitchen, adim figurein black leotard and tights. She’d missed lunch
but wasn't hungry. From the cabinet she chose achamomile tea, heated filtered water, and set theteato

Steep.

That rushing river of energy was smilar to what she' d felt before. Henry Erdmann had asked her about it,
50 perhaps he had fdt it thistime, aswell. Although Henry hadn’t seemed accepting of her explanation of
trishna, grasping after the materiad moment, versus awakening. Hewas atypicd scientist, convinced that
science was the only route to knowledge, that what he could not test or measure or replicate was
therefore not true even if he' d experienced it himself. Erin knew better. But there were alot of people
like Henry in thisworld, people who couldn’'t seethat whilerejecting “religion,” they’ d made areligion of
science.

Sipping her tea, Erin considered what she should do next. Shewasn't afraid of what had happened. Very
little frightened Erin Bass. This astonished some people and confused the rest. But, redlly, what wasthere
to be afraid of ? Misfortune wasjust one turn of thewhesd!, iliness another, death merely atrangtion from
one date to another. What was due to come, would come, and beneath it all the great flow of cosmic
energy would go on, creating the illuson that people thought was the world. She knew that the other
resdents of St. Sebastian’s considered her nuts, pathetic, or so insulated from redlty asto be both.
(“Trust-fund baby, you know. Never worked aday in her life.”) It didn't matter. She’d made hersdf a
life here of books and meditation and volunteering on the Nursing floors, and if her past wasfar different
than the other residentsimagined, that wastheir illusion. She hersdf never thought about the padt. It
would come again, or not, as maya chose.

Stll, something should be done about these recent episodes. They had affected not just her but dso
Henry Erdmann and, surprisngly, Evelyn Krenchnoted. Although on second thought, Erin shouldn’'t be
surprised. Everyone possessed karma, even Evelyn, and Erin had no business assuming she knew
anything about what went on under Evelyn’sloud, intrusive surface. There were many paths up the
mountain. So Erin should talk to Evelyn aswell asto Henry. Perhaps there were others, too. Maybe she
should—

Her doorbell rang. Leaving her teaon the table, Erin fastened awrap skirt over her leotard and went to
the door. Henry Erdmann stood there, leaning on hiswalker, hisface arigid mask of repressed emotion.
“Mrs. Bass, there' s something I’ d like to discusswith you. May | comein?’

A drange feding came over Erin. Not the surge of energy from the yoga mat, nor the high blue restfulness
of meditation. Something else. She' d had these moments before, in which she recognized that something
significant was about to happen. They weren’t mystical or deep, these occasions, probably they came
from nothing more profound than a sublimina reading of body language. But, aways, they presaged
something life-changing.

“Of course, Dr. Erdmann. Comein.”

She held the door open wider, stepping aside to make room for hiswalker, but he didn’t budge. Had he
exhausted dl his strength? He was ninety, she' d heard, ten years older than Erin, who wasin superb
shape from alifetime of yoga and bodily moderation. She had never smoked, drank, over-eaten. All her
indulgences had been emotiond, and not for avery long time now.

“Do you need help? Can I—"



“No. No.” He seemed to gather himsalf and then inched the walker forward, moving toward her table.
Over his shoulder, with aforced afterthought that only emphasized histension, he said, “ Thieves broke
into St. Sebagtian’ s an hour and ahalf ago. They opened the safein the office, the one with Anna
Chernov’ s necklace.”

Erin had never heard of Anna Chernov’ s necklace. But theimage of the rushing river of bright colors
came back to her with overwhelming force, and she knew that she had been right: Something had
happened, and nothing was ever going to be the same again.

* * % %

EIGHT

For perhaps the tenth time, Jake DiBdlla picked up the fMRI scans, studied them yet again, and put them
down. He rubbed his eyes hard with both sets of knuckles. When hetook his hands away from hisface,
his bare little Sudy at St. Sebastian’ slooked blurry but the fMRI scans hadn’t changed. Thisisyour brain
on self-destruction, he thought, except that it wasn't his brain. It was Evelyn Krenchnoted' s brain, and
after she recovered consciousness, that tiresome and garrulous lady’ s brain had worked aswell asit ever
hed.

But the scan was extraordinary. As Evelyn lay in the magnetic imaging tube, everything had changed
between one moment and the next. First image: anormal pattern of blood flow and oxygenation, and the
next—

“Hdlo?

Startled, Jake dropped the printouts. He hadn’t even heard the door open, or anyone knock. Hereally
waslosing it. “Comein, Carrie, I'm sorry, | didn’t.... You don’'t have to do that.”

She had bent to pick up the papers that had skidded across his desk and onto the floor. With her other
hand she balanced a cardboard box on one hip. As she straightened, he saw that her face was pink
under theloose golden hair, so that she looked like an overdone Victorian figurine. The box held aplant,
apictureframe, and various other bits and pieces.

Uh oh. Jake had been down thisroad before.
She said, “I brought you some thingsfor your office. Because it looks so, well, empty. Cold.”

“Thanks. | actudly likeit thisway.” Ogtentatioudy he busied himsdf with the printouts, which was dso
pretty cold of him, but better to cut her off now rather than after she embarrassed hersalf. As she set the
box on afolding chair, he till ignored her, expecting her to leave.

Instead she said, “ Are those MRI scans of Dr. Erdmann? What do they say?’

Jake looked up. She was eyeing the printouts, not him, and her tone was neutral, with perhapsjust a
touch of concern for Dr. Erdmann. He remembered how fond of each other she and Henry Erdmann
were. Well, didn't that make Jake just the total narcissist? Assuming every woman was interested in him.
Thiswould teach him some humiility.

Out of his own amused embarrassment, he answered her as he would a colleague. “ No, these are Evelyn
Krenchnoted's. Dr. Erdmann’ s were unremarkable but these are quite the opposite.”

“They’' re remarkable? How?’



All a once hefound himsdlf eager to talk, to perhaps explain away his own bafflement. He came around
the desk and put the scan in her hand. “ See those yellow areas of the brain? They’ re BOLD signals,
blood-oxygen-level dependent contrasts. What that meansisthat at the moment the MRI image was
taken, those parts of the subject’ s brain were active—in this case, highly active. And they shouldn’t have
been!”

“Why rK)t?’

Carrie was background now, an excuse to put into concrete words what should never have existed
concretely a dl. “Becauseit'sal wrong. Evelyn waslying still, talking to me, insde the MRI tube. Her
eyes were open. She was nervous about being strapped down. The scan should show activity inthe
optical input area of the brain, in the motor areas connected to moving the mouth and tongue, and in the
posterior parieta lobes, indicating a helghtened awareness of her bodily boundaries. But instead, there's
just the opposite. A hugely decreased blood flow in those lobes, and an aimost tota shutdown of input to
the thalamus, which relaysinformation coming into the brain from sight and hearing and touch. Also, an
enormous—really enormous—increase of activity in the hypothal amus and amygdalae and tempora
lobes”

“What does dl that increased activity mean?

“Many possibilities. They’ re areas concerned with emotion and some kinds of imaginative imagery, and
this much activation is characteristic of some psychotic seizures. For another possibility, parts of that
profile are characteristic of monksin deep meditation, but it takes experienced meditators hoursto build
to that level, and even so there are differences in pain areas and—anyway, Evelyn Krenchnoted?’

Carrie laughed. “Not alikely monk, no. Do Dr. Erdmann’s scans show any of that?’

“No. And neither did Evelyn’sjust before her seizure or just after. I'd say temporal 1obe epilepsy
except—"

“Epilepsy?’ Her voiceturned sharp. “Doesthat * seizure’ mean epilepsy?’

Jake looked at her then, really looked at her. He could recognize fear. He said as gently as he could,
“Henry Erdmann experienced something like this, didn’t he?’

They stared at each other. Even before she spoke, he knew she was going to lieto him. A golden lioness
protecting her cub, except here the lioness was young and the cub awithered old man who wasthe
smartest person Jake DiBellahad ever met.

“No,” shesaid, “Dr. Erdmann never mentioned aseizureto me.”

“Carrie—"

“And you said hisMRI looked completely norma.”

“Itdid.” Defeated.

“I should be going. | just wanted to bring you these things to brighten up your office.”

Carrieleft. The box contained aframed landscape he would never hang (aflower-covered cottage, with
unicorn), a coffee cup he would never use (JAVA ISJOY IN THE MORNING), apatchwork quilted
cushion, apink African violet, and apencil cup covered in wallpaper with yellow daises. Despite himsdlf,
Jake smiled. The sheer wrongness of her offerings was dmaost funny.



Except that nothing was redlly funny in light of Evelyn Krenchnoted' sinexplicable MRI. He needed more
information from her, and another MRI. Better yet would be having her hooked to an EEG in ahospita
ward for several days, to seeif he could catch adefinitive diagnosis of temporal-lobe epilepsy. But when
he' d phoned Evelyn, she' d refused al further * doctor procedures.” Ten minutes of hisbest persuasion
hadn’t budged her.

Hewas | eft with an anomaly in his study data, a cutesy coffee cup, and no ideawhat to do next.

* * % %

“What do we do next?’ asked Rodney Cadwell, the chief administrator of St. Sebastian's. Tara
Washington looked at Geraci, who looked at the floor.

It was covered with papers and smal, uniform, taped white boxes with names written neatly onthemin
block printing: M. MATTISON. H. GERHARDT. C. GARCIA. One box, however, was open, itslid
placed neatly beside it, the tissue paper peeled back. On the tissue lay anecklace, agold Coptic cross
st with asinglesmal diamond, on athin gold chain. Thelid sad A. CHERNOV.

“I didn’t touch anything,” Cadwell said, with atouch of pride. In hisfifties, hewasatal man with along,
highly colored face like an animated carrot. “ That’ swhat they say on TV, isn't it? Don't touch anything.
But isn't it strange that the thief went to al the trouble to ‘ blow the safe —” Helooked proud of this
phrase, too “—and then didn’t take anything?’

“Very drange,” Geraci said. Finaly helooked up from the floor. The safe hadn’t been “blown”; the lock
wasintact. Tarafelt intense interest in what Geraci would do next. She was disappointed.

“Let’'sgo over it oncemore,” he said easly. “Y ou were away from your office...”

“Yes. | went up to Nursing at 11:30. Beth Ma one was on desk. Behind the front desk is the only door
to the room that holds both residents' files and the safe, and Beth says she never |eft her post. She' svery
reliable. Been with us eighteen years.”

Mrs. Maone, who was therefore the prime suspect and smart enough to know it, was weeping in
another room. A resigned female uniform handed her tissues as she waited to be interrogated. But Tara
knew that, after onelook, Geraci had dismissed Maone as the perp. One of those conscientious,
middle-aged, dways-anxious-to-hel p do-gooders, she would no more have attempted robbery than
alchemy. Mogt likely she had left her post to do something she was as yet too embarrassed to admit,
which was when the thief had entered the windowless back room behind the reception desk. Tara
entertained hersdf with the thought that Mrs. Maone had crept off to meet alover in thelinen closet. She
smiled.

“A thought, Detective Washington?’ Geraci said.

Damn, he missed nothing. Now she would have to come up with something. The best she could manage
was aquestion. “Doesthét little necklace belong to the ballerina Anna Chernov?’

“Yes” Cadwell sad. “1sn'tit lovely?’

To Tarait didn't look like much. But Geraci had raised his head to ook at her, and she redlized he didn’t
know that aworld-famous dancer had retired to St. Sebagtian’s. Ballet wasn't hisstyle. It wasthe first
time Tara could recal that she' d known something Geraci did not. Emboldened by this, and as aresult of
being dragged severa timesayear to Lincoln Center by an eccentric grandmother, Taracontinued. “Is
there any resident here that might have aspecia interest in Anna Chernov? A baletomane—" She hoped



she was pronouncing the word correctly, she' d only read it in programs “—or aspecid friend?’

But Cadwell had stopped listening a “resident.” He said stiffly, “None of our residents would have
committed this crime, detective. St. Sebadtian’ sis a private community and we screen very carefully for

a‘]y—”
“May | talk to Ms. Chernov now?” Geraci asked.

Cadwell seemed flustered. “To Anna? But Beth Maoneiswaiting for ... oh, dl right, if that’ sthe
procedure. Anna Chernov isin the Infirmary right now, with abrokenleg. I'll show you up.”

Tarahoped that Geraci wasn't going to send her to do the useless questioning of Mrs. Malone. He
didn’'t. At the Infirmary door, he said, “ Tara, talk to her.” Tarawould have taken this as atribute to her
knowledge of ballet, except that she had seen Geraci do the same thing before. He liked to observe: the
dlent listener, the unknown quantity to whoever was being questioned.

As Cddwdl explained the situation and made the introductions, Taratried not to stare at Anna Chernov.
She was beautiful. Old, yes, seventies maybe, but Tarahad never seen anyone old look like that. High
cheekbones, huge green eyes, white hair pinned carelessy on top of her head so that curving strands fell
over the pale skin that looked not so much wrinkled (though it was) as softened by time. Her hands,
long-fingered and dim-wristed, lay quiet on the bedspread, and her shoulders held straight under the
white bed jacket. Only the bulging cast on one leg marred the impression of delicacy, of remoteness, and
of the deepest sadnessthat Tarahad ever seen. It was sadness for everything, Tarathought confusedly,
and couldn’t have said what she meant by “everything.” Except that the cast was only asmal part.

“Please 9t down,” Annasaid.

“Thank you. AsMr. Caldwell said, there' s been abreak-in downgtairs, with the office safe. The only box
opened had your name on it, with a gold-and-diamond necklaceinsde. That isyours, isn't it?’

113 YSH
“Isit the onethat Tamara Karsavinagave you? That Nicholas |1 gave her?’
“Yes” Annalooked a Taramore closdly, but not less remotely.

“Ms. Chernov, isthere anyone you can think of who might have astrong interest in that necklace? A
member of the presswho' s been persistent in asking about it, or someone emailing you about it, or a
resdent?’

“I don’'t do email, Miss Washington.”
It was“ Detective Washington,” but Taralet it go. “ Still—anyone?’
13 NO_”

Had the dancer hesitated dightly? Tara couldn’t be sure. She went on asking questions, but she could see
that she wasn't getting anywhere. Anna Chernov grew politely impatient. Why wasn't Geraci siopping
Tara? She had to continue until he did—" softening them up,” he called it. The pointless questioning went
on. Findly, just as Tarawas running completely out of thingsto ask, Geraci said amost casudly, “ Do you
know Dr. Erdmann, the physicigt?’

“We€e vemet once” Annasad.



“Isit your impression that he has aromantic interest in you?’
For thefirst time, Annalooked amused. “1 think Dr. Erdmann’s only romantic interest isin physics.”
“| see. Thank you for your time, Ms. Chernov.”

Inthe hal, Geraci said to Tara, “Balet. Police work sureisn’t what it used to be. Y ou did good,
Washington.”

“Thank you. What now?’

“Now wefind out what resident has aromantic interest in AnnaChernov. It's not Erdmann, but it's

somebody.”

So Annahad hesitated dightly when Taraasked if any resident had aspecid interest in her! Taraglowed
inwardly as shefollowed Geraci down the hall. Without looking at her, he said, “Just don't let it go to
your head.”

She said dryly, “Not achance.”
“Good. A copinterested inballet ... JesusH. Chrigt.”

* k % %

The ship grew agitated. Across many cubic light years between the stars, spacetime itsalf warped in
dangerous ways. The new entity was growing in strength—and it was so far away yet!

It was not supposed to occur thisway.

If the ship had become aware earlier of this new entity, this could have happened correctly, in accord
with the laws of evolution. All things evolved—stars, galaxies, consciousness. If the ship had redlized
earlier that anywherein this gaactic backwater had existed the potentia for anew entity, the ship would
have been there to guide, to shape, to ease the trangition. But it hadn’t realized. There had been none of
theusud sgns.

They were happening now, however. Images, as yet dim and one-way, were reaching the ship. More
criticaly, power was being drawn from it, power that the birthing entity had no idea how to channdl.
Faster, the ship must go faster ...

It could not, not without damaging spacetime irretrievably. Spacetime could only reconfigure so much, so
often. And meanwhile—

The haf-formed thing so far away gtirred, struggled, howled in fear.

* k * %

NINE
Henry Erdmann was scared.

He could bardly admit hisfright to himsdlf, let done show it to the circle of peoplejammed into hissmall
gpartment on Saturday morning. They sat in asolemn circle, occupying his sofaand armchair and kitchen
chairsand other chairs dragged from other apartments. Evelyn Krenchnoted' s chair crowded
uncomfortably closeto Henry’ sright side, her perfume sickly sweet. She had curled her hair into tiny
gray sausages. Stan Dzarkis and Erin Bass, who could gtill manageit, sat on the floor. Thefolds of Erin's



yellow print skirt seemed to Henry the only color amid the ashen faces. Twenty people, and maybe there
were more in the building who were aflicted. Henry had called the ones he knew of, who had cdled the
onesthey knew of. Missing were Anna Chernov, il in the Infirmary, and Al Cosmano, who had refused
to attend.

They dl looked a him, waiting to begin.

“I think we al know why we' re here,” Henry said, and immediately a sense of unredlity took him. He
didn’t understand at all why he was here. The words of Michael Faraday, inscribed on the physics
building at UCLA, legpt into hismind: “Nothing istoo wonderful to betrue.” The words seemed a
mockery. What had been happening to Henry, to dl of them, did not fed wonderful and was*“true” in no
sense he understood, athough he was going to do his damnedest to relateit to physicsin the only way
that hours of pondering had suggested to him. Anything € se—anything less—was unthinkable.

He continued, “ Things have occurred to al of us, and agood first step isto seeif we have indeed had the
same experiences.” Collect data. “So I'll go first. On five separate occasions | have felt someforce seize
my mind and body, asif asurge of energy was going through me, some sort of neurological shock. On
one occasion it was painful, on the others not painful but very tiring. Has anyone dse fdt that?’

Immediately aclamor, which Henry stilled by raisng hisarm. “Can we start with ashow of hands?
Anybody else had that experience? Everybody. Okay, let’ s go around the circle, introducing yoursdlf as
we go, starting on my |eft. Please be as explicit as possible, but only descriptions at this point. No
interpretations.”

“Damned teacher,” someone muttered, but Henry didn’t see who and didn’t care. His heart had speeded
up, and he felt that his ears had somehow expanded around his hearing aid, S0 as not to misseven a
gyllable. He had deliberately not mentioned the times of his*seizures,” or outside events concurrent with
them, so as not to contaminate whatever information would be offered by the others.

“I’'m John Kluge, from 4J.” He was a heavy, round-faced man with acompletely bald head and a
pleasant voice used to making itself heard. High-school teacher, Henry guessed. History or math, plus
coaching some sort of sportsteam. “It’ s pretty much like Henry here said, except | only felt the ‘energy’
four times. Thefirgt was around 7:30 on Tuesday night. The second time woke me Wednesday night at
11:42. | noted the time on my bedside clock. The third time| didn’t note the time because | was vomiting
after that food poisoning we dl got on Thursday, but it was just before the vomiting started, sometimein
mid-afternoon. That time the energy surge started near my heart, and | thought it was a heart attack. The
last time was yesterday at 11:45 AM, and in addition to the energy, | had a... well, asort of—" He
looked embarrassed.

“Please go on, it’simportant,” Henry said. He could hardly bregthe.

“| don't want to say avison, but colors swirling through my mind, red and blue and white and somehow
hard.”

“AnnaChernov’ s necklacel” Evelyn shrieked, and the meeting fell apart.

Henry couldn’t stop the frantic babble. He would have risen but hiswalker wasin the kitchen; there was
no room in the crowded living room. He was grateful when Bob Donovan put two fingersin his mouth
and gave awhistle that could have deafened war dogs. “Hey! Shut up or nobody’ s gonnalearn nothing!”

Everyonefd| slent and glared resentfully at the stocky man in baggy chinos and cheap acrylic swester.
Donovan scowled and sat back down. Henry leagpt into the quiet.



“Mr. Donovan isright, wewon't learn anything useful thisway. Let’sresume going around the circle,
with no interruptions, please. Mrs. Bass?’

Erin Bass described essentidly the same events as John Kluge, without the Wednesday night incident but
with the addition of the earlier, dight jar Henry had felt as he let Carrieinto his apartment Tuesday before
class. She described thisas a“whisper in my mind.” The next sixteen people al repeated the same
experiences on Thursday and Friday, athough some seemed to not have felt the “energy” on Tueday,
and some not on Tuesday or Wednesday. Henry was the only oneto fed dl five instances. Throughout
these recitations, Evelyn Krenchnoted severa timesrose dightly in her chair, like ageyser about to burst.
Henry did not want her to interrupt. He put arestraining hand on her arm, which was a mistake as she
immediately covered his hand with her own and squeezed affectionately.

When it wasfindly Evelyn’sturn, she said, “None of you had pain thislast timelike Henry did on
Thursday—except me! | was having amedica MIT at the hospital and | was ingde the machine and the
pain was horrible! Horrible! And then—" she paused dramaticaly “—and then | saw Anna Chernov’'s
necklace right at thetime it was being stolen! And so did al of you—that wasthe ‘hard colors,” John!
Sapphires and rubies and diamonds!”

Pandemonium again. Henry, despite his growing fear, groaned inwardly. Why Evelyn Krenchnoted? Of
dl the unreliable witnesses...

“I sawit! | saw it!” Evelyn shrieked. GinaMartindli had begun to pray in aloud voice. People jabbered
to each other or sat silent, their faces gone white. A woman that Henry didn’t know reached with shaking
hand into her pocket and pulled out apill bottle. Bob Donovan raised hisfingersto hislips.

Before Donovan’ swhistle could shatter their eardrums again, Erin Bassrose gracefully, clapped her
hands, and cried surprisingly loudly, “ Stop! We will get nowherethisway! Evelyn hasthe floor!”

Sowly the din subsided. Evelyn, who now seemed more excited than frightened by the implication of
what she' d just said, launched into along and incoherent description of her “MIT,” until Henry stopped
her the only way he could think of, which wasto take her hand. She squeezed it again, blushed, and said,
“Yes, dear.”

Henry managed to get out, “ Please. Everyone. There must be an explanation for al this.” But before he
could begin it, Erin Bass turned from aide to saboteur.

“Yes, and | think we should go around the circle in the same order and offer those explanations. But
briefly, before too many people get too tired. John?’

Kluge sad, “It could be some sort of virus affecting the brain. Contagious. Or some pollutant in the
building”

Which causes every person to have the exact same halucinations and alocked safe to open? Henry
thought scornfully. The scorn steadied him. He needed steadying; every person in the room had
mentioned fedling the Thursday-afternoon “energy” start in hisor her heart, but no one except Henry
knew that at that moment Jim Peltier was having an inexplicable heart attack as he battered Carrie.

Erinsad, “What we seein thisworld isjust maya, theilluson of permanencewhenin fact, dl redity isin
constant flux and change. What' s happening hereis beyond the world of intellectua concepts and
digtinctions. We re getting glimpses of the mutable nature of redlity, the genuine undifferentiated
‘suchness’ that usualy only comeswith nirvana. The glimpses are imperfect, but for some reason our
collective karmahas afforded them to us.”



Bob Donovan, next inthe circle, sad irritably, “ That’ sjust crap. We dl got some brain virus, like Kluge
here said, and some junkie cracked the office safe. The cops areinvestigating it. We should al seea
doctor, except they can’t never do anything to cure people anyway. And the people who had pain,
Henry and Evelyn, they just got the disease worse.”

Most people around the circle echoed the brain-disease theory, some with helpless skepticism, some
with evident relief a finding any sort of explanation. A woman said dowly, “It could be the start of
Alzheimer's” A man shrugged and said, “ As God wills.” Another just shook his head, his eyes averted.

GinaMartindli said, “It isthewill of God! These are the End Times, and we re being given signs, if only
wewould ligen! *Y e shdl have tribulations ten days: be thou faithful unto deeth, and | will givetheea
crown of life” Also—’

“It might bethewill of God, Gina,” interrupted Evelyn, unableto restrain herself any longer, “but it's
mighty strange anyway! Why, | saw that necklace in my mind plain asday, and at just that moment it was
being stolen from the safe! To my mind, that’ s not God, and not the devil neither or the robbery would
have been successful, you see what | mean? The devil knows what he’ s doing. No, thiswas a message,
al right, but from those who have gone before us. My Uncle Ned could see spirits dl thetime, they
trusted him, | remember one time we al came down to breakfast and the cups had al been turned upside
down when nobody was in the room and Uncle Ned, he said—"

Henry stopped listening. Ghosts. God. Eastern mysticism. Viruses. Alzheimer’s. Nothing thet fit the facts,
that adhered even vaguely to the laws of the universe. These people had the reasoning power of termites.

Evelyn went on for awhile, but eventualy even she noticed that her audience was inattentive, dispirited,
or actualy adeep. Irene Bromley snored softly in Henry’ sleether armchair. Erin Bass said, “ Henry?”

Helooked at them hopelesdy. He d been going to describe the two-dit experiments on photons, to
explain that once you added detectors to measure the paths of proton beams, the path became
pre-determined, even if you switched on the detector after the particle had been fired. He' d planned on
detailing how that astonishing series of experiments changed physicsforever, putting the observer into
bas ¢ measurements of redlity. Consciousness was woven into the very fabric of the universeitself, and
consciousness seemed to him the only way to link these incredibly disparate people and the incredible
eventsthat had happened to them.

Even to himsdlf, this*“explanation” sounded lame. How Teller or Feynman would have sneered &t it! Still,
athough it was better than anything he' d heard here this morning, he hated to set it out in front of these
irrational people, haf ignoramuses and the other half nutcases. They would dl just rgject it, and what
would be gained?

But he had called this meeting. And he had nothing e seto offer.

Henry stumbled through his explanation, trying to make the physics as clear as possible. Most of the
faces showed perfect incomprehension. Hefinished with, “I’' m not saying there’ s some sort of affecting of
redlity going on, through group consciousness.” But wasn't that exactly what he was saying?*“1 don't
believein teekinesis or any of that garbage. Thetruthis, | don't know what’ s happening. But something
IS”

Hefdt acompletefoal.

Bob Donovan snapped, “None of you know nothing. | been listening to al of you, and you haven't even
got the factsright. | seen Anna Chernov’ s necklace. The cops showed it to me yesterday when they was
asking me some questions. It don’t got no sapphires or rubies, and just onetiny diamond. Y ou'refull of



it, Evelyn, to think your seizure had anything to do with anything—and how do we know you even felt
any pain at the ‘very second’ the safe was being cracked? All we got’ s your word.”

“Areyousaying’'malia?’ Eveyncried. “Henry, tdl him!”

Tell himwhat? Startled, Henry just stared at her. John Kluge said harshly, “1 don’t believe Henry
Erdmannislying about hispain,” and Evelyn turned from Donovan to Kluge.

“Y ou mean you think | an?Who the hell do you think you are?’

Kluge started to tell her who he was. among other things, aformer notary public. Other people began to
argue. Evelyn started to cry, and GinaMartindli prayed loudly. Erin Bass rose and dipped out the front
door. Othersfollowed. Those that remained disputed fiercely, the arguments growing more intense as
they were unable to convince their neighbors of their own theories. Somewhere among the anger and
contempt, Carrie Vesey appeared by Henry’ s side, her pretty face creased with bewildered concern, her
voice high and strained.

“Henry? What on Earth isgoing on in here? | could hear the noise dl the way down the hall.... What is
thisal about?’

“Nothing,” he said, which was the stupidest answer possible. Usually the young regarded the old asa
Separate species, as distant from their own concerns astrilobites. But Carrie had been different. She had
awaystreated Henry asinhabiting the same world as hersdlf, with the same passons and quirksand aims
and defests. Thiswasthefirst time he had ever seen Carrielook at him as both aien and unsound, and it
st thefina sed on this disastrous meeting.

1] But, Hmry_”

“I sadit’ snothing!” he shouted at her. “Nothing at dl! Now just leave methe hell done!”

* k % %

TEN

Cariegtood inthe ladies room off the lobby, pulling hersalf together. She was not going to cry. Eveniif
Dr. Erdmann had never spoken to her like that before, even if ever snce Jim'’ s death she had felt asif she
might shatter, eveniif ... everything, shewas not going to cry. It would be ridiculous. Shewasa
professona—well, aprofessiond ade anyway—and Henry Erdmann was an old man. Old people were
irritable sometimes. Thiswholeincident meant nothing.

Except that she knew it did. She had stood outside Dr. Erdmann’ s door for along time as people dipped
out, smiling at her vagudy, and Evelyn Krenchnoted babbled on insde. The unprecedented meeting had
first piqued her curiosity—Henry Erdmann, hosting a party at ten o' clock on a Saturday morning? Then,
as sheredized what Evelyn was saying, disbdief took Carrie. Evelyn meant ... Evelyn thought ... and
even Dr. Erdmann bdlieved that “something” had been happening, something weird and unexplainable
and supernaturd, at the moment that Evelyn was under the MRI ... Henry!

But Jake DiBella had been upset by Evelyn’ s scans.

The door of the ladies' opened and the first of the Saturday visitors entered, amiddle-aged woman and a
sulky teenage girl. “Honestly, Hannah,” the woman said, “it’ sonly an hour out of your preciousday and it
won't kill you to sit with your grandmother and concentrate on someone else besides yourself for a
change. If you'd just—"



Carriewent to DiBdlla s office. He was there, working at his desk. No sign of her picture, cushion,
coffee cup; she couldn’t help her inevitable, stupid pang. He didn’'t want them. Or her. Another failure.

“Dr. DiBdla—"
“Jake! Remember?’ And then, “Carrie, what isit?’

“I just camefrom Dr. Erdmann’ s apartment. They were having a meeting, about twenty people, al of
them who' ve felt these* seizures’ or whatever they are, dl at the sametime. Like the one you captured on
Eveyn'sMRI scan.”

He stared at her. “What do you mean, *a the sametime ?’

“Just what | said.” She marveled at her own tone—none of her shakiness showed. “ They said that at the
exact sametimethat Evelyn was showing al that weird activity under the MRI, each of them wasfeding
it, too, only not so strong. And it was the exact same time that Anna Chernov’ s necklace was being
golen. And they al saw the necklace in their minds.” Only—hadn’t Mr. Donovan said that the necklace
looked different from what Evelyn said? Confusion took Carrie.

Jake looked down at whatever he was writing, back at Carrie, down again at his notes. He came around
the desk and closed his office door. Taking her arm, he sat her gently in the visitor’ s chair, unadorned by
her cushion. Despite hersdf, shefdt atingle where his hand touched her.

“Dr. Erdmann wasinvolved in this? Tell me again. Sowly, Carrie. Don't leave anything out.”

* k% k% %

Eveyn Krenchnoted made her way to GinaMartindli’ s gpartment on Five. Redlly, Henry had been
unbearably rude—to that poor young girl, to everybody at the meeting, and especidly to Evelyn herslf.
He hadn’'t comforted her when that awful Donovan man caled her aliar, he hadn’t put his hand on hers
again, heé djus ydled and ydled—and just when things between them had been going so well!

Evelyn needed to talk to Gina. Not that Gina had been any help at the meeting, not with al that praying.
Ginawasredlly alot smarter than shelooked, she' d been a part-time tax preparer once, but hardly
anybody knew it because Ginanever opened her mouth except to pray. Not that there was anything
wrong with praying, of course! Evelyn certainly believed in God. But you had to help Him dong alittleif
you redly wanted something. Y ou couldn’t expect the Lord to do everything.

Evelyn had even curled her hair for Henry.
“Gina? Swestie? Can | comein?’

“You'redready in,” Ginasaid. She had to speak loudly because she had Frank Sinatra on the record
player. Ginaloved Frank Sinatra. For once she wasn't reading her Bible, which Evelyn thought was a
good sign. Shelowered her bulk onto Gina s sofa.

“So what did you think of that meeting?’ Evelyn said. She was|ooking forward to agood two-three
hours of rehashing, sympathy, and gossip. It would make her fed alot better. Less creepy. Lessafraid.

But instead, Ginasaid, “ There was amessage on the machinewhen | got back here. Ray is coming next
week.”

Oh, God, Gina s son. Who was only after her money. Ray hadn’t visited in over ayear, and now that
Ginahad told him she was leaving everything to the daughter ... and there was alot of everything to



leave. Gind slate husband had made mgor money in construction.

“Oh, sweetie,” Evelyn sad, alittle perfunctorily. Ordinarily she would have adored discussing Gina's
anguish; for onething, it made Evelyn glad she had never had kids. But now, with so much else going
on—Henry and the attempted robbery and Evelyn’ s seizure and the strange comments at the meeting —

Frank Sinatra sang about ants and rubber tree plants. Gina burst into tears.

“Oh, swestie,” Evelyn repegated, got up to put her arms around Gina, and resigned herself to hearing
about Ray Martindli’ s selfishness.

* k % %

Bob Donovan sat beside Anna Chernov’ s bed in the Infirmary. The man ssimply could not take a hint.
Shewould either have to snub him outright or tell him in so many wordsto stop visiting her. Eventhe
sight of him, squat and toad-faced and clumsy, made her shudder. Unfair, but there it was.

She had danced with so many beautiful men.

Which had been the best? Frederico, partnering her in LaVase—never had she been lifted so
effortlessy. Jean, in Scotch Symphony, had been equally breathtaking, But the one she always returned
to was Bennet. After she'd left the New Y ork City Bdlet for American Ballet Theater and her career had
redlly taken off, they’ d dways danced together. Bennet, so dazzling as Albrecht in Gisdlle.... Guesting at
agdaat the Paris Opera, they’ d had seventeen curtain calls and—

Her attention was reclaimed by something Bob Donovan said.
“Could you repest that, please, Bob?’

“What? Old Henry’ s crackpot theory? Science gibberish!”
“Nonetheless, would you repest it?” She managed asmile.

He responded to the smile with pathetic eagerness. “ Okay, yeah, if you want. Erdmann said, lemme
think...” He screwed up his dready crevassed face in an effort to remember. Although she was being
unkind again. He probably wasn't al that bad looking, among his own class. And was she any better?
These days she couldn’t bear to look in amirror. And the Sight of the ugly cast on her leg filled her with

despair.

“Erdmann said there was some experiments in physics, something with two dips, where people' s
consciences changed the path of somelittle ... particles ... by just thinking about them. Or maybe it was
watching them. And that was the link between everybody who had so-called *energy’ a the sametime.
Group conscience. A new thing.”

Consciousness, Annatrandated. Group consciousness. Well, was that so strange? She had felt it more
than once on stage, when a group of dancers had transcended what they were individually, had become a
unity moving to the music in the creation of beauty. Such moments had, for her, taken the place of

reigion.

Bob was going on now about what other people at the meeting had said, offering up ungrammatical
accountsin a desperate bid to please her, but even as she recognized this, Anna had stopped listening.
She thought instead about Bennet, with whom she’ d had such fantastic chemistry on and off stage,
Bennet lifting her in the grand pas de deux of Act I1, rosin from the raked stage rising around her likean
angelic cloud, hersdlf soaring and dmodt flying...



* * % %

“Tell meagan,” Jeke sad.

“Again?’ Thiswasthethird time! Not that Carrie redly minded. She hadn’t had histotal
attention—anybody’ stotd attention—Ilike thissince Jm died. Not that she wanted Jm back.... She
shuddered even as she went through it dl again. By the end, she was belligerent.

“Why? Are you saying you bdieve dl this stuff about a group consciousness?’

“No. Of course not. Not without confirmation ... but Erdmann isa scientist. What other data does he
havetha heign't teling you?’

“I don’t know what you mean.” And she didn’t; this conversation was beyond her. Photon detectors,
double-dit experiments, observationd pre-determination ... Her memory was good, but she knew she
lacked the background to interpret the terms. Her own ignorance made her angry.

“Henry had two other experiences of ‘energy’ when he was with you, you said. Were there others when
he was away from you?’

“How should | know? Y ou better ask him!”
“Iwill. I'll ask them dl.”

“It sounds stupid to me.” Immediately she was frightened by her own tone. But Jake just looked at her
thoughtfully.

“Wadll, it sounds stupid to me, too. But Henry isright about one thing—something is happening. There's
hard datain the form of Evelyn’'sMRI, in the fact that the safe was opened without the lock being either
tampered with or moved to the right combination—"

“Itdid?

“The detective told me, when he was asking questions yesterday. Also, | got the physician hereto let me
look at the lab results for everybody admitted to the infirmary Thursday afternoon. Professiona courtesy.
There was no food poisoning.”

“Therewasn't?’ All at once Carriefdt scared.

“No.” DiBdlasat thinking for along while. She scarcely dared breathe. Findly he said dowly, asif
againg hisown will or better judgment—and that much she understood, anyway— “ Carrie, have you
ever heard of the principle of emergent complexity?’

“| did everything for that boy,” Gina sobbed. “ Just everything!”

“Yes, youdid,” said Evelyn, who thought Gina had done too much for Ray. Always lending him money
after helost each job, aways letting him move back home and trash the place. What that kid had
needed—and bad—was a good hiding, that’s what.

“Angdadidn’t turn out thisway!”

“No.” Gina s daughter was a swestie. Go figure.



“And now | just get it settled in my mind that he' sout of my life, | cometo gripswithit, and he sayshe's
flying back hereto see‘hisold ma and helovesme! He Il just stir everything up again like he did when
he got home from the Army, and when he divorced Judy, and when | had to find that lawyer for himin
New Y ork.... Evelyn, nobody, but nobody, can rip you up inside like your child!”

“I know,” said Evelyn, who didn’t. She went on making little clucking noises while Gina sobbed. A plane
roared overhead, and Frank Sinatra sang about it having been avery good year when he was
twenty-one.

* * % %

Bob Donovan took Anna’ s hand. Gently she pulled it away. The gentlenesswas for her, not him—she
didn’t want ascene. Histouch repelled her. But oh, Bennet’ stouch ... or Frederico’s.... Still, it wasthe
dancing she missed. And now she would never dance again. She might, the doctors said, not even walk
without alimp.

Never dance. Never fed her legs spring into aballotte or soar in the exuberance of aflick jete, back
arched and arms thrown back, an arrow in ecstatic flight.

* * % %

“Carrie, have you ever heard of the principle of “* emergent complexity?**

“No.” Jake DiBellawas going to make her fed dumb again. But he didn’t mean to do that, and aslong as
she could St here in his office with him, she would listen. Maybe he needed someoneto listen. Maybe he
needed her. And maybe he would say something that would help her makeit al right with Dr. Erdmann.

Jake licked hislips. Hisface was il paper white. ““ Emergent complexity’ meansthat as an evolving
organism grows more complex, it develops processes that wouldn’t seem implied by the processesit had
insimpler form. In other words, the whole becomes greater than the sum of the parts. Somewhere along
theline, our primitive human ancestors devel oped self-awareness. Higher consciousness. That was anew
thinginevolution.”

Old knowledge stirred in Carrie' s mind. “ There was a pope—I was raised Catholic—some pope, one of
the John-Pauls maybe, said there was a point where God infused a soul into an anima heritage. So
evolution waan't redly anti-Catholic.”

Jake seemed to be looking through her, a something only he could see. “Exactly. God or evolution or
some guy named Fred—however it happened, consciousness did emerge. And if, now, the next step in
complexity isemerging ... if thet...”

Carriewas angered, ether by hisline of thought or by hisignoring her; shewasn't surewhich. Shesad
sharply, “But why now?Why here?’

Her question brought his gaze back to her. He took along time to answer, while a plane droned
overhead on the flight path out of the airport. Carrie held her breath.

But all hesaidwas, “I don't know.”

Ginahad worked herself up to such a pitch that she wasn't even praying. Ray, Ray, Ray—thiswasn't

what Evelyn wanted to talk about. But she had never seen Ginalikethis. All at once Ginacried
passonately, drowning out Sinatrasinging “Hy Meto the Moon,” “1 wish heweren’'t coming! | wish his



plane would just go on to another city or something, just not land here! | don’t want him herel”

Never dance again. And the only love available from men like Bob Donovan.... No. No. Annawould
rather be dead.

* k % %

“Wadll, | don't believeit!” Carrie said. “ Emerging complexity—I just don’t believeit' s happening a St.
Sebadtian’'gl”

“Neither do |,” said Jake. For the first time since she' d entered his office, he smiled at her.
Outside the building, a boom sounded.

Carrie and Jake both looked toward the door. Carrie thought first of terrorism, a car bomb or something,
because everybody thought first of terrorism these days. But terrorism at an assisted living facility was
ridiculous. It was agas main exploding, or abus crash just outside, or...

Henry Erdmann gppeared in the open doorway to the office. He didn’'t have hiswalker with him. He
sagged against the doorjamb, his sunken eyes huge and his mouth open. Before Carrie could legp up to
help him and just before he dumped to the floor, he croaked, “Cal the police. We just brought down a
da’]e.”

* k % %

Anguish ripped through the ship. Not its own agony, but the Other’s. No guidance, no leading, it was
raging wild and undisciplined. If thiswent on, it might weaken the ship too much for the ship to ever help
it.

If thiswent on, the Other could damage spacetime itself.
The ship could not let that happen.

* * % %

ELEVEN

When Henry Erdmann collapsed, DiBellamoved swiftly to the old man. Carrie stiood frozen—stupid!
Stupid! “Get the doctor,” Jake cried. And then, “Go, Carrie. He' sdive.”

Sheran out of Jake s office, nearly tripping over the walker Henry had Ieft in the halway. He must have
been coming to see Jake when it happened—when what happened? She raced to the lobby and the call
phone, her mind so disordered that only as she shoved open the double doors did she redlize that of
course it would have been faster to hit Henry’ s panic button—Jake would do that—but Henry seldom
wore his panic button, he—

She stopped cold, saring.

Thelobby wasfull of screaming people, mostly visitors. Among them, old people lay falen to thefloor or
dumped in whedlchairs. It was Saturday morning and on Saturday morning relatives arrived to take their
mothers and grandfathers and great-grandmothers for brunch, for adrive, for avist home... Bundled in
swesaters and jackets and shawls, the seniors had al collgpsed like so many bundles of dropped laundry.
. Sebadtian’ s nurses, aides, and even desk volunteers bent ineffectually over the victims.

Fear roiled Carrie’ s stomach, but it also preternaturally heightened her perceptions.



Mr. Aberstein, a St. Sebastian’ s resident even though he was only sixty-seven, stood unaffected by the
elevators. Mrs. Kdly sat dert in her wheelchair, her mouth awide pink O. She was seventy-one. Mr.
Schur...

“Nurse! Come quick, pleasg, it's Dr. Erdmann!” Carrie caught at the deeve of apassing nursein purple
scrubs, but he shook her off and raced to an old woman lying on the floor. Everyone here was too busy
to help Carrie. She ran back to Jake' s office.

Henry lay quietly on the floor. Jake had turned him face up and put a cushion—her cushion, Carrie
thought numbly, the patchwork one she’ d brought Jeke—under Henry’ sfeet. Henry wasn't wearing his
panic button. She gasped, “No one can come, it’s happened to dl of them—"

“All who?" Jeke said sharply.
She answered without thinking. “All of them over eighty. IsHenry—"

“He sbreathing normally. His color’ s good, and he'snot clammy. | don’t think he'sin shock. He' sjust
... out. All of them over eighty?’

“Yes. No. | don't know, | mean, about the age, but dl the older onesin the lobby just collapsed and the
younger residents seemfine.... Jake, what isit?’

“| don't know. Carrie, do this now: Go to one of the common rooms and turn the TV to thelocal news
channel. Seeif there sbeen a... aplane crash—"

He stopped. Both of them heard the sirens.

* k * %

Henry did not wake. All of Redborn Memorid Hospitd’ s ambulances had gone to the crash site. The St
Sebadtian’ s saff moved &fflicted residents to the dining room, which looked like avery peaceful war
hospital. The residents didn’t wake, moan, or need emergency treatment with the exception of one
woman who had broken a hip faling to the floor. She was sent over to Memorid. Monitors couldn’t be
gpared from the Nursing floor, where nearly everyone had falen into the coma, but afew spare monitors
were carried down from the infirmary. They showed no anomaliesin heart rate or blood pressure.

Relatives summoned family doctors, sat by cots, screamed at St. Sebastian’ s staff, who kept repeating,
“Redborn Memoria isaware of the Situation and they’ |l get the St. Sebastian’ sresidents over there as
soon asthey can. Pleasg, g, if you'd just—"

Just be patient. Just believe that we' re doing our best. Just be reassured by your mother’ s peaceful face.
Just accept that we don’t know any more than you do. Just leave me aonel

Carrie checked on her resident-assignees, one by one. They were al affected, most collapsed in their
gpartments. They were dl moved into theinfirmary. They were dl over eighty.

She was hurrying from Al Cosmano’ s gpartment—empty, he must have been e sewherewhen it
happened—back to the infirmary when aman caught a her arm. “Hey! Ms. Vesey!”

One of the detectiveswho'd investigated Jm'’ s death. Carrie’ sbelly clenched. “Yes?’
“Wheredo | find the hospitd administrator? Cadwell?’

“He snot here, he went out of town for the weekend, they sent for him—why?’



“I need to see him. Who'sin charge? And what the hell happened here?’

So not about Jm’ s death. Still—a cop. Some part of her mind shuddered—Jim had been a cop—but at
the sametime, she seized on this. Officia authority. Someone who investigated and found answers.
Security. Therewas areason she' d married Jmin thefirst place.

She said as calmly as she could manage, “We ve had an ... an epidemic of collgpses among the very old.
All at the sametime. About ahdf hour ago.”

“Disease?’
“No.” She heard how positive she sounded. Well, she was positive. “When the plane went down.”

He looked baffled, aswell he might. She said, “I’ll take you to Dr. Jamison. He sthe &t. Sebagtian’s
physician.”
Jamison wasn't in the dining room. Carrie, leading Detective Geraci, found the doctor in the kitchen, ina

shouting match with Jake DiBella. “No, damnit! Y ou're not going to further upset the relatives for some
stupid, half-baked theory—No!” Jamison stalked off.

Carriesaid, “Dr. Jamison, thisis—" He pushed past her, heading back to his patients. She expected the
detective to follow him, but instead Geraci said to Jake, “Who are you?’

“Who wantsto know?’
She had never seen Jake so rude. But he was angry and frustrated and scared—they were dl scared.
“Detective Geraci, RPD. Y ou work here?’

Carrie said quickly, before the two men could get redly nasty, “ Thisis Dr. DiBella. HE sdoing amedica
research project at St. Sebadtian’s, on ... on brain waves.”

Geraci sad, “I received an anonymous cal. Me, not the Department, on my cdll, from the St. Sebastian’'s
front desk. The caller said there was information here about the plane crash. Y ou know anything about
that, doctor?’

Carrie saw that Vince Geraci believed Jake did have information. How did she know that? How did he
know that? But it wastherein every line of the detective' saert body: He knew that Jake knew
something.

Jake didn't answer, just sared at Geraci. Findly Geraci said, “ The plane went down haf amile from
here. A U.S. Air commuter plane carrying forty-nine passengers, including thirty-one members of the
AcesHigh Senior Citizen Club. They were on athree-day trip to the casnos at Atlantic City. Everyone
on board is dead.”

Jakesad, “I can't talk to you now. | have to take some brain scans while these people are unconscious.
After that idiot Jamison realizeswhat I’ m doing and throws me out, we can talk. Carrie, I'll need your
help. Go to my office and put all the equipment in the corner onto the dolly, throw a blanket over it, and
bring it the back way into the kitchen. Quickly!”

She nodded and hurried off, so fast that she didn’t reglize Geraci was behind her until they reached
Jake soffice,

“Let me get that, it sheavy,” he said.



“No, it'snot.” She lugged the console onto itsdoally. * Shouldn’t you be asking people questions?’
“I am. Does DiBdladways order you around like that?’

Did he? She hadn’t noticed. “No.” She added the helmet and box of peripherals on top of the console,
then looked around for a blanket. There wasn't one.

“Do you work for DiBdlaor for St. Sebagtian’s?’
“St. Sebastian’s. | haveto go to the linen closet.”

When she returned with a blanket, Geraci was reading the papers on Jake' s desk. Wasn't that illegal ?
Carrie threw the blanket over the equipment. Geraci grabbed the handle of the dolly before she could.

“Youneed me” hesaid. “ Anybody stopsyou, I'll just flash my badge.”
“Okay,” she said ungracioudy. She could have donethis, for Jake, by herself.

They brought the equipment into the kitchen. Jake set it up on the counter, ignoring the cook who said
helplesdy, “ So nobody’ s having lunch, then?” All a once sheripped off her gpron, flung it onto the floor,
and walked out.

Jake said to Carrie, “Hold the door.” He dipped through to the dining room and, amoment | ater,
whedled in agurney with an ederly woman lying peacefully onit. “Who isshe, Carrie?

“Ellen Parminter.” After amoment she added, “ Eighty-three.” Jake grunted and began attaching
electrodes to Mrs. Parminter’ s unconscious head.

Geraci sad, “Come with me, Carrie”
“No.” Where did she get the nerve? But, somehow, he brought that out in her.
Heonly smiled. “Yes. Thisisan officid policeinvestigation, as of thisminute.”

She went, then, following him back to Jake' s office. Carrie was shaking, but she didn’t want him to see
that. He did, though; he seemed to see everything. “ Sit down,” he said gently. “ There, behind the
desk—you didn’t like me reading DiBella s papers before, did you? It'slegd if they'rein plain sight. You
seem like aredly good observer, Carrie. Now, please tell me everything that’ s been happening here.
From the very beginning, and without leaving anything out. Start with why you told DiBelathat woman's
age. Does her age matter to what he' sdoing?’

Didit? Shedidn’t know. How could it ... people aged a such different rates! Absolute years meant very
little, except that —

“Carie?’

All at onceit seemed ardief to be ableto pour it dl out. Yes, hewastrained to get peopleto talk, she
knew that, and she didn’t redlly trust his sudden gentleness. It was merely aprofessona trick. But if she
told it al, that might help order her chaotic thoughts. And maybe, somehow, it might help thelarger
Stuation, too. All those people dead on the plane—

Shesad dowly, “Youwon't believeit.”

“Try meanyway.”



“l don't bdieveit.”

Thistime hejust waited, looking expectant. And it al poured out of her, sarting with Henry’s* seizure”
on the way home from the univerdty. The vomiting epidemic among seven or So patients, that wasn't the
food poisoning that St. Sebastian’ s said it was. Evelyn Krenchnoted' s functiona MRI. AnnaChernov’'s
necklace, what Evelyn thought the necklace looked like and what Bob Donovan said it redlly was. The
secret meeting this morning in Henry’ s apartment. What Carrie had overheard: Henry’ s words about
photons and how human observation affected the paths of fundamental particles. Jake slecture on
“emergent complexity.” Henry’ s gppearance at Jake' s office, saying just before he collapsed, “Cal the
police. We just brought down aplane.” The mass collapse of everyone over eighty and of no one
younger than that. The brain scans Jake was taking now, undoubtedly to seeif they looked normd or like
Eveyn’'s. The more Carrie taked, the more improbabl e everything sounded.

When shefinished, Geraci’ sface was unreadable.
“That'sit,” shesaid miserably. “1 have to go see how Henry is.”
“Thank you, Carrie.” Histone was unreadable. “I’'m going to find Dr. Jamison now.”

Heleft, but she stayed. It suddenly took too much energy to move. Carrie put her head in her hands.
When she straightened again, her gaze fell on Jake' s desk.

He' d been writing when she' d burst in with the news of the meeting in Henry’ s gpartment. Writing on
paper, not on acomputer: thick pale green paper with afaint watermark. Theink was dark blue. “My
dearest James, | can’t tell you how much | regret thethings | said to you on the phone last night, but,
love, please remember—"

Carrie gave ashort, helpless bark of laughter. My dearest James. ... God, she was such afool!

She shook her head like adog spraying off water, and went to look for Henry.

* * % %

The new being was quiet now. That made this agood time to try to reach it. That was dways best done
through its own culture’ s symbols. But the ship had had so little time to prepare ... This should have been
done dowly, over along time, agradua interaction asthe new entity was guided, shaped, made ready.
And the ship was dtill so far away.

But it tried, extending itself as much as possible, searching for the collective symbols and images that
would have eased anormal trangtion—

— and railed in horror.
* % % %
TWELVE

Evelyn Krenchnoted lay on a cot jammed againgt the dining room window. She lay dreaming, unaware of
the cool air seeping through the glass, or the leavesfdling gold and orange in the tiny courtyard beyond.
In her dream she walked on a path of light. Her feet made no sound. She moved toward more light, and
somewherein that light was afigure. She couldn’'t seeit or hear it, but she knew it wasthere. And she
knew who it was.

It was someone who redlly, truly, findly would listen to her.



* * % %

Al Cosmano squirmed in hisdeep. “He swaking,” anurse said.

“No, he'snot.” Dr. Jamison, passing yet again among the rows of cots and gurneys and palets on the
floor, hisface weary. “ Some of them have been doing that for hours. As soon as the ambulances return,
move thisrow to the hospita.”

“Y es, doctor.”

Al heard them and didn’t hear them. He was a child again, running aong twilight streets toward home.
His mother was there, waiting. Home...

* * % %

The stage was 0 bright! The stage manager must have turned up the lights, turned them up yet
again—the whole stage was light. Anna Chernov couldn’t see, couldn’t find her partner. She had to stop
dancing.

Had to stop dancing.

She stood lost on the stage, lost in the light. The audience was out there somewherein al that brightness,
but she couldn’t see them any more than she could see Bennet or the corps de ballet. Shefelt the
audience, though. They werethere, as bright asthe stage, and they were old. Very, very old, asold as
shewas, and like her, beyond dancing.

She put her hands over her face and sobbed.

* k% k% %

Erin Bass saw the path, and it led exactly where she knew it would: deeper into hersdf. That was where
the buddhawas, had aways been, would aways be. Along this path of light, curving and spiraling deeper
into her own being, which was al being. All around her were the joyful others, who were her just as she
was them—

A jolt, and shewoke in an ambulance, her arms and legs and chest Strapped down, ayoung man leaning
over her saying, “Ma am?’ The path was gone, the others gone, the heavy world of mayaback again
around her, and agtde taste in her dehydrated mouth.

* k * %

Lights and tunnels—where the hell was he? An A-test bunker, maybe, except no bunker was ever this
brightly lit, and wherewas Teller or Mark or Oppie? But, no, Oppie hadn’t ever worked on this project,
Henry was confused, that wasiit, he was just confused—

And then hewaan't.

Hewoke dl at once, awrenching trangtion from deep-that-wasn' t-redly-deep to full dertness. Infact,
his senses seemed preternaturaly sharp. He felt the hard cot undernegth his back, the dime of drool on
his cheek, the flatness of the dining-room fluorescent lights. He heard the roll of rubber gurney whedlson
the low-pile carpet and the clatter of cutlery in the kitchen dishwashers. He smelled Carri€' s scent, wool
and vanillaand young skin, and he could have described every ligament of her body as she sat on the
chair next to hiscot in the dining room of St. Sebastian’s, Detective Geraci beside her.



“Henry?" Carriewhispered.

Hesad, “It' scoming. It salmost here”

* k% k% %

The Ship withdrew all contact. It had never encountered anything like this before. The pre-being did not
codesce.

Its components were not uniform, but scattered among undisciplined and varied matter-specks who were
wildly heterozygotic. Unlike the components of every other pre-being that ship had detected, had guided,
had become. All the other pre-ships had existed as one on the matter plane, because they weredikein
al ways. These, too, were dike, built of the same physica particles and performing the same physical
processes, but somewhere something had gone very wrong, and from that uniform matter they had not
evolved uniform consciousness. They had no harmony. They used violence against each other.

Possbly they could, if taken in, use that violence againgt the ship.

Y et the ship couldn’t go away and leave them. Already they were changing spacetimein their local
vicinity. When their melding had advanced father, the new being could be a dangerous and powerful
entity. What might it do?

The ship pondered, and feared, and recoiled from what might be necessary: the destruction of what
should have been an integra part of itself.

* k% k% %
THIRTEEN

Jake DiBédla clutched the printouts so hard that the stiff paper crumpled in his hand. Lying on the sofa,
Henry Erdmann frowned at the tiny destruction. Carrie had pulled her chair close enough to hold Henry’s
hand, while that RPD detective, Geraci, stood at the foot of the couch. What was he doing here,
anyway? DiBdladidn’t know, but he was too agitated to care for more than a fleeting second.

Cariesad to Henry, “I 4till think you should go to the hospital!”

“I’m not going, so forget it.” The old man struggled to sit up. She would have stopped him, but Geraci
put ahand on her shoulder and gently restrained her. Throwing around his authority, DiBellathought.

Henry said, “Why a St. Sebagtian’s?’

The same question that Carrie had asked. DiBellasaid, “1 have atheory.” Hisvoice sounded strange to
himsdf. “It’s based on Carrie’ s observation that nobody under eighty has been ... affected by this. If itis
some sort of uber-consciousnessthat’s ... that’ s approaching Earth...” He couldn’t go on. It wastoo silly.

It wastoo redl.

Henry Erdmann was gpparently not afraid of either silliness or reality—which seemed to have become
the same thing. Henry said, *'Y ou mean it’s coming here because * uber-consciousness emerges only
among the old, and nowadays there’ s more old than ever before.”

“For thefirgt timein history, you over-eighties exceed one percent of the population. A hundred forty
million people worldwide.”

“But that till does't explain why here. Or why us”



“For God' s sake, Henry, everything has to start somewhere!”

Geraci sad, surprising DiBédlla, “ All bifurcation isloca. One lungfish Sartsto breathe more air than
water. One caveman invents an axe. There saways anexus. Maybe that nexusisyou, Dr. Erdmann.”

Carrietilted her head to look up at Geraci.

Henry said heavily, “Maybe s0. But I’'m not the only one. | wasn't the main switch for the energy that
brought down that airplane. | was just one of the batterieslinked in parald.”

The science andogies comfort Erdmann, DiBellathought. He wished something would comfort him.
Carriesaid, “I think Evelyn was the switch to open the safe for Anna Chernov’ s necklace.”
Geraci’ sface sharpened. But he said, “ That doesn't redlly make sense. | can't go that far.”

Henry’ s sunken eyes grew hard. “Y ou haven't had to travel asfar as| havein order to get to this point,
young man. Believe me about that. But | experienced the ... the consciousness. That datais anecdota but
real. And those brain scansthat Dr. DiBdlais mangling there aren’t even anecdotd. They’re hard data.”

True enough. The brain scans DiBella had taken of the unconscious oldsters, before thet irateidiot
Jamison had discovered him at work and thrown him out, were cruder versons of Evelyn Krenchnoted's
under thefMRI. An dmost total shutdown of the thalamus, the relay station for sensory information
flowing into the brain. Ditto for the body-defining posterior parieta lobes. Massve activity in the back of
the brain, especialy in the tempoparietd regions, amygda ae, and hippocampus. The brain scan of an
epileptic mystical state on speed. And as unlike the usua scan for the coma-dtate asaturtlewasto a
rocketship to the stars.

DiBdlaput hishandsto hisface and pulled a his skin, asif that might rearrange his thoughts. When he' d
dropped his hands, he said dowly, “A single neuronisn’'t smart, isn't even avery impressive entity. All it
redly doesis convert onetype of dectricd or chemica sgnd into another. That’ sit. But neurons
connected together in the brain can generate incredibly complex states. Y ou just need enough of them to
make consciousness possible.”

“Or enough old people for this* group consciousness 7’ Carrie said. “But why only old people?’

“How the hdl should | know?’ DiBellasad. “Maybe the brain needs to have stored enough experience,
enough sheer time.”

Geraci said, “Do you read Dostoevsky?’
“No,” DiBdllasad. Hedidn't like Geraci. “Do you?’

“Y es. He said there were moments when hefdt a“frightful’ clarity and rapture, and that he would give his
whole life for five seconds of that and not fed he was paying too much. Dostoevsky was an epileptic.”

“I know he was an epileptic!” DiBelasnapped.

Cariesad, “Henry, can you senseit now? That thing that’s coming?’

“No. Not at dl. Obvioudy it’s not quantum-entangled in any classical sense”
“Then maybeit’sgone avay.”

Henry tried to smile a her. “Maybe. But | don’t think so. | think it’s coming for us.”



“What do you mean, ‘ coming for you' 7’ Geraci said skeptically. “It’ s not abutton man.”

“I don't know what | mean,” Henry said irritably. “But it's coming, and soon. It can’t afford to wait long.
Look what we did ... that plane...”

Carrie shand tightened on Henry’ sfingers. “What will it do when it gets here?’
“I don’t know. How could | know?’

“Henry—" Jake began.

“I’m more worried about what we may do beforeit arrives.”

Geraci said, “Turnon CNN.”

DiBedlasad pointedly, “Don’t you have someplace you should be, Detective?’
“No. Not if thisredlly ishgppening.”

To which there was no answer.

* k % %

At 9:43 PM, the power grid went down in acity two hundred miles away. “No evident reason,” said the
talking head on CNN, “given the calm weather and no sign of any—"

“Henry?’ Carriesaid.
“I...I'madlright. Butl fetit.”
Jake sad, “It’ s happening farther away now. That is, if it was... if that was...”

“Itwas,” Henry said amply. Still stretched full-length on the sofa, he closed his eyes. Geraci stared at the
TV. None of them had wanted any food.

At 9:51, Henry’ s body jerked violently and he cried out. Carrie whimpered, but in amoment Henry said,
“I'm ... conscious.” No one dared comment on his choice of word. Seven minutes later, the CNN
anchor announced bresking news: a bridge over the Hudson River had collapsed, plunging an Amtrak
train into the dark water.

Over the next few minutes, Henry’ sface showed arapid change of expression: fear, rapture, anger,
surprise. The expressions were so pronounced, so distorted, that at times Henry Erdmann almost looked
like someone e se. Jake wondered wildly if he should record thison his cell camera, but he didn’t move.
Carrie knelt besde the sofaand put both arms around the old man, asif to hold him here with her.

“We...can't helpit,” Henry got out. “1f one person thinks strongly enough about—ah, God!”

Thelightsand TV went off. Alarms sounded, followed by sirens. Then athin beam of light shoneon
Henry' sface; Geraci had a pocket flashlight. Henry’ s entire body convulsed in seizure, but he opened his
eyes. DiBdlacould bardly hear hiswhispered words.

“It' sachoice”

* * % %

The only way was a choice. The ship didn’'t understand the necessity—how could any single unit choose



other than to become part of its whole? That had never happened before. Birthing entities came happily
to join themsalves. Thedirection of evolution was toward greater complexity, aways. But choice must be
the last possible action here, for this misbegotten and unguided being. If it did not choose to merge—

Destruction. To preserve the essence of consciousnessitsalf, which meant the essence of dl.

* * % %

FOURTEEN

Evelyn, who feared hospitas, had refused to go to Redborn Memoria to be “checked over” after the
afternoon’ sfainting spell. That' sdl it was, just fainting, nothing to get your blood in aboil about, just a—

She stopped hafway between her microwave and kitchen table. The casserolein her hand fell to the
floor and shattered.

The light was back, the one she' d dreamed about in her faint. Only it wasn't alight and thiswasn't a
dream. It wastherein her mind, and it was her mind, and shewasit ... had dways been it. How could
that be? But the presencefilled her and Evelyn knew, beyond any doubt, that if she joined it, she would
never, ever be aone again. Why, she didn’t need words, had never needed words, al she had to do was
choose to go where she belonged anyway ...

Who knew?

Happily, the former Evelyn Krenchnoted became part of those waiting for her, even as her body
dropped to the linguini-spattered floor.

* k * %

In ashack inthe dums of Karachi, aman lay on apile of clean rags. Histoothless gumsworked up and
down, but he made no sound. All night he had been waiting doneto die, but now it seemed hiswait had
truly been for something € se, something larger than even deeth, and very old.

Old. It sought the old, and only the old, and the toothless man knew why. Only the old had earned this,
had paid for thisin the only coin that redly mattered: the accumulation of sufficient sorrow.

With relief he dipped away from his pain-wracked body and into the ancient largeness.

* * % %

No. Hewas't moving, Bob thought. The presence in hismind terrified him, and terror turned him
furious. Let them—whoever—try dl their chegp tricks, they were as bad as union negotiators. Offering
concessionsthat would never materidize. Trying to fool him. He wasn't going anywhere, wasn't
becoming anything, not until he knew exactly what the dedl was, what the bastards wanted.

They weren't going to get him.

But then he felt something e se happen. He knew what it was. Sitting in the Redborn Memorid ER, Bob
Donovan cried out, “No! Anna—you can't!” even as his mind tightened and resisted until, abruptly, the
presence withdrew and he was done.

* k * %

In aluxurious townhouse in San Jose, aman sat up abruptly in bed. For along moment he sat completely
gill in the dark, not even noticing that the clock and digital-cable-box lights were out. He was too filled



with wonder.

Of course—why hadn’t he seen this before? He, who had spent long joyful nights debugging computers
when they 4ill used vacuum tubes—how could he have missed this? He wasn't the whole program, but
rather just one line of code! And it was when you put al the code together, not before, that the program
could actudly run. He d been only afragment, and now the whole was here....

Hejoinedit.

* k * %

Erin Bass experienced satori.

Tearsfilled her eyes. All her adult life she had wanted this, longed for it, practiced meditation for hours
each day, and had not even come close to the mystical intoxication she felt now. She hadn’t known,
hadn’t dreamed it could be this onenesswith dl redlity. All her previous striving had been wrong. There
was no striving, there was no Erin. She had never been created; she was the crestion and the cosmos; no
individual existed. Her existence was not her own, and when that last illusion vanished so did she, into the
dl.

* * % %

GinaMartindli fdlt it, the grace that was the glory of God. Only ... only where was Jesus Chrigt, the
savior and Lord? She couldn’t fed him, couldn’t find Him in the oneness...

If Christ was not there, then thiswasn't Heaven. It was atrick of the Cunning One, of Satan who knows
amillion disguises and sends his demons to midead the faithful. She was't going to be tricked!

She folded her arms and began to pray doud. GinaMartindli was afaithful Christian. Shewas't going
anywhere; she was staying right here, waiting for the one true God.

* k% k% %

A tiny woman in Shanghai sat at her window, watching her great-grandchildren children play inthe
courtyard. How fast they were! Ai, once she had been so fast.

Shefdt it come over her al a once, the gods entering her soul. So it was her time! Almost shefdt young
again, fet strong ... that was good. But even if had not been good, when the gods came for you, you
went.

Onelast look at the children, and she was taken to the gods.

* * % %

Anna Chernov, wide awake in the St. Sebastian’ sinfirmary that had become her prison, gave asmall
gasp. Shefet power flow through her, and for awild moment she thought it was the same force that had
powered alifetime of arabesques and jetes, alifetime ago.

It was not.

Thiswas something outside of herself, separate ... but it didn’t have to be. She could take it in herslf,
becomeit, even asit became her. But she held back.

Will there be dancing?



No. Not as she knew it, not the glorious stretch of muscle and thrust of limb and arch of back. Not the
creation of beauty through the physical body. No. No dancing.

But there was power here, and she could use that power for another kind of escape, from her usdess
body and thisinfirmary and alife without dance. From somewhere distant she heard someone cry,
“Anna—you can’'t!” But she could. Anna seized the power, both refusing to join it or to leaveit, and bent
it onto herself. She was dead before her next breath.

* * % %

Henry’ swhole body shuddered. It was here. It washim.
Or not. “It'sachoice,” he whispered.

On the one hand, everything. All consciousness, woven into the very fabric of space-timeitsdf, just as
Wheder and the rest had glimpsed nearly ahundred years ago. Consciousness at the quantum level, the
probability-wave level, the co-evolvee with the universe itsdlf.

On the other hand, the individual Henry Martin Erdmann. If he merged with the uber-consciousness, he
would ceaseto exist as himsdlf, his separate mind. And his mind was everything to Henry.

He hung suspended for nanoseconds, years, eons. Time itsalf took on a different character. HaAlf here,
haf not, Henry knew the power, and what it was, and what humanity was not. He saw the outcome. He
hed hisanswer.

“No,” hesaid.

Then helay again on hissofawith Carrie sarms around him, the other two menilluminated dimly by a
thin beam of yellow light, and he was once more mortal and alone.

And himsdf.

* * % %

Enough merged. The danger is past. The being is born, and isthe ship, and is enough.

* k% k% %

FIFTEEN

Monthsto identify al the dead. Y earsto fully repair dl the damage to the world' sinfrastructure: bridges,
buildings, information systems. Decades yet to come, DiBellaknew, of speculation about what had
actually happened. Not that there weren't theories dready. Massive EMP, solar radiation, extrasolar
radiation, extrastellar radiation, extraterrestria attack, global terrorism, Armageddon, tectonic plate
activity, genetically engineered viruses. Stupid idess, dl easily disproved, but of course that stopped no
one from believing them. The few old people left said dmost nothing. Thosethat did, were scarcely
believed.

Jake scarcely believed it himself.

He did nothing with the brain scans of Evelyn Krenchnoted and the three others, because there was
nothing plausible he could do. They were dl dead, anyway. “ Only their bodies,” Carrie dways added.
She believed everything Henry Erdmann told her.

Did DiBelabelieve Henry’ sideas? On Tuesdays he did, on Wednesdays not, on Thursdays belief again.



There was no replicable proof. It wasn't science. It was ... something else.

DiBdlalived hislife. He broke up with James. He visited Henry, long after the study of senior atention
patterns was over. He went to dinner with Carrie and Vince Geraci. He was best man at their wedding.

He attended his mother’ s Sixty-fifth birthday party, alavish shindig organized by hissister in the ballroom
of aglitzy downtown hotel. The birthday girl laughed, and kissed the rdativeswho' d flown in from
Chicago, and opened her gifts. As she gyrated on the dance floor with his Uncle Sam, DiBellawondered
if shewould livelong enough to reech eighty.

Wondered how many othersin the world would reach eighty.

“It was only because enough of them chose to go that the rest of uslost the emerging power,” Henry had
sad, and DiBdlanoted that them insteed of us. “If you have only afew atoms of uranium left, you can't
reach critical mass.”

DiBdlawould have put it differently: If you have only afew neurons, you don't have aconscious brain.
But it cameto the samething in the end.

“If so many hadn’t merged, then the consciousness would have had to...” Henry didn't finish his sentence,
then or ever. But DiBdlacould guess.

“Comeon, boy,” Uncle Sam called, “ get yourself a partner and dance!”

DiBellashook hishead and smiled. He didn't have a partner just now and he didn’t want to dance. All

the same, old Sam was right. Dancing had alimited shelf life. The sdll-by date was dready samped on
most human activity. Someday his mother’ s generation, the largest demographic bulgein history, would
turn eighty. And Henry’ s choice would have to be made yet again.

How would it go next time?



