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                                              Chapter One
“Do you know your name?”

Chris Knowles heard the words close to his face, but they were ghostly and surreal.

“Mr. Knowles, I am Doctor Benjamin Mannstein.  You are in Doylestown Memorial Hospital and you’ve been in an accident.  Could you please tell me...  Do you know your name?”

Chris’s eyes opened slowly.  Everything was blurry as if he were seeing everything through an aquarium.  The man in front of him removed something silver from his coat and then a blinding light flashed in his eyes.  “Hey— turn it off!”   

"Sorry, Chris.  You've been unconscious for awhile."


For the first time he could feel the tube snaking down the back of his throat and the massive pain in the back of his head.  He tried to breathe in and couldn’t.  In fact, he couldn’t even feel his lungs.  Something was breathing for him.  He tried to sit up, and couldn’t move.  The entire left side of his body felt pressurized, like it was being crushed in a vise.  “What the hell happened?  What’d you do? I feel like somebody just beat the crap outta me...”  He found he’d run out of breath,  “...with a two-by-four,” he added hoarsely.

“You were in an accident,” Dr. Mannstein repeated.  “Again, do you know your name?”
  
“Yeah, I know my name,” Chris said, though he had to think for a second.  “My name is Christopher Knowles.  Sorry.  I’m a little groggy.  I’m trying to get my bearings.”  His mind flashed...five, ten, twenty images swirling all at once.  He’d been towing his backhoe over to the new site and something had happened.  There’d been an accident.  His mind replayed a big blue garbage truck pulling out suddenly.  He remembered saying, “Aw fuck,” and then a blurry white pillow blew up in his face and there was white powder everywhere. It stank like somebody had set off firecrackers...and then there was nothing. 
He tried to sit up again but everything was strapped down or maybe they’d drugged him up.  “Did I hurt anybody?”  He opened his eyes and tried to focus but it was impossible.  
The man hovering over him wore a white lab coat and had coffee breath.  He had short salt-and-pepper hair, his face a perfect sallow oval.  “Other than yourself, no,” he said after a long pause.  Dr. Mannstein’s eyelids hung dark and heavy over his eyes and he had matching dark circles beneath.  He looked more like a shrink than a surgeon...a human version of a basset hound.  And then he blinked at him slowly.  The timing stood out.  He was being assessed...but for what?
  “In case you’re interested, the driver of the garbage truck is fine.  He’s probably already back at work, though I understand the backhoe you were pulling did a number on his truck.”  
“Shit.” Chris’s mind jumped again.  “Damn! What about my Kubota?  I just finished payin’ it off. What about my truck?  Is it messed up, too?”
 Another long moment passed.  “I honestly don’t know, Chris.  You, however, were beat up pretty badly.  You’re...  You’re lucky to be alive.”  
The way Dr. Mannstein said it sounded unconvincing even in his groggy state.  He tried to sit up again, but they had numbed everything out.  He couldn’t feel his legs, couldn’t feel much of anything.  “Where’s Jenny?  Does she know about this?  Is she okay?  Shit, she must be freakin’ out.  She can’t stand hospitals.  Is she okay?”

It seemed like every time Dr. Mannstein spoke, there was a five-second delay, as if he were censoring everything.  “Your wife is in the waiting room along with your daughter.  They’re both concerned about...”

There was that delay again. It was getting scary.  “Can I see them?” 
 “Uhmm...  Not just yet.  For one thing, you’re in what is known as a clean room in IC...intensive care.  You’ve been here four days now and…”
“Four days?  Are you shitting me?”
“No, I’m not shitting you, Chris.  You’ve already had…extensive surgery.  We can’t afford to have you catching anything.  You don’t have a lot of reserve right now.  ...Actually, you don’t have any reserve right now.”

Chris tried to process the words.  Everything was confusing.  “Okay.  I understand...I think.  What kind of surgery?”

“You’ve actually had multiple surgeries.  And I’m sure you have a hundred questions, but for the time being, as your surgeon, the most important thing for you to do is rest.  I would, however, like you to answer just a couple of questions. We need to see if there was any damage done to your brain.  Do you understand?”
“Yes.”
“Good.  Now…do you know which president is on the head of a penny?”

“Yeah. Let's see, it's...Lincoln. Abraham Lincoln.”

“Excellent.  What is six times seven?”

“Forty-two.”

“Very good again.  You’re already ahead of my daughter.  She’s an English major at Sarah Lawrence.”

Chris knew it was a feeble joke, possibly designed to see if he was able to comprehend humor. “Good school.”

“Yes, it is.  Now, do you know what month this is?”

“Yeah, I think so.  It’s…June.  June was the last payment on my Kubota.”

“Excellent.  It is, indeed, June.  And the last question…June of what year?”

Chris had to think for a second.  “Uhm.  Sorry, I’m still a little punch-drunk.”
“That’s quite all right.  Take your time.”
“Okay.  I remember now.  It’s... nineteen ninety-seven.” 

Mannstein squinted at him.  “…Okay, let’s try that one again.  It’s understandable that you’re a little groggy, but this is important.  What year is it?”

Chris struggled to make his eyes focus.  Mannstein was staring at him directly now.  His eyes looked like a concerned hound dog.  He chuckled.  “What?  Is this a trick question?  It’s still nineteen ninety-seven.”

“No trick questions.  And...last question.  Really try to think hard before you answer.  How old are you?”

Chris chuckled despite himself at the fundamentality of the questions.  “Last time I checked I was twenty-seven.  Do I get the cigar?”

Mannstein slid slowly off the bed and stood up, still writing on a clipboard.  “Sorry, Chris.  Cigars aren’t allowed in the IC.”

“How old am I, Dr. Mannstein?”

“According to your chart and according to your wife, you are forty years old.”  
“But that’s stupid.  Why would she say that?  She’s pulling your leg.  Can you get her in here?  Wait a minute...  I’m sorry.  Everything’s all mixed up in my head.”  Some machine next to his bed began beeping and suddenly the room was filling with people, all rushing.  And then everything went dark.

The second time he opened his eyes, he hurt everywhere….everywhere.  His teeth hurt.  His chest felt like a grenade had gone off in it.  Even his eyelids hurt.  It was as if someone had stuffed him into one of Asplundh’s big tree-chippers and ground him into little bits and then pasted him back together.  
He looked around blearily searching for a friendly face.  It was that doctor again…Mannstein with a surgical mask, and gloves and hat, and a nurse in the same attire.  He looked up at the nurse and saw familiar huge dark…wet eyes behind the mask. “Jenny?”

“It’s me, Chris,” she whispered.  “It’s me,” she whispered again, louder.  For a moment, she started to move toward him, but then she stopped.  “I love you, Chris.”

“I love you, too,” Chris whispered.  “…I’m sorry you have to be in a hospital.  I know how you hate…”

“Oh, Chris, for godsakes…”  She ripped her mask off and came over to the bed.

“Mrs. Knowles.  You know what I told you about getting too close.”

Jenny turned.  “What?  I’m gonna make him worse than he already is?  He can’t get any worse than he is.  For the love of God...”  
She lowered herself gently next to her husband and squeezed his right hand.  He didn’t have a left hand, or a left arm, or a left leg…or much of anything on the left side of his body.  When the Kubota jack-knifed, it had flipped over and the front bucket had crushed the left side of his body.  Everything was still there.  It was just half as thick as before.
The pain had been horrible, even with all the drugs they’d injected into him.  But seeing Jenny react brought everything into focus.  Now it was even worse.
“I guess I’m screwed, right?” Chris asked in a whisper.
Jenny stared at him for a long time before she answered.  “Pretty much…”  As soon as she said it the tears began to trickle from her eyes.
“I’m sorry.  I don’t think it was my fault.  I was taking the Kubota over to…”
“Oh, Chris… Stop!”  The tears were running down her face now and her voice had become ragged.  “It wasn’t your fault.  I just…”
Chris looked over at Mannstein.  “I get it.  I’m dying, right?  Just tell me...  How much time do I have?  Is this it?  Do I have to say goodbye to my wife?”
Dr. Mannstein’s eyes were damp as well.  It had been a long four days and in a lot of ways, Chris was a lot like his brother…smart, sensitive, a little arty, but a little blue-collar.  And now he was shot-to-shit.  It was, indeed, over.  “No, you don’t have to say goodbye right now.  You have time.  But…”

“But what?”

“Okay, let me just give it to you straight. The bad news is we have a whole bunch of equipment keeping you alive right now.  Unplug any single one of them and…”
“I understand,” Chris said.  “I’ve watched enough of those hospital shows.  You just have to decide how long before you…pull the plug.  Essentially…I’m already dead, right?”
“It’s a whole lot more complicated than that,” Mannstein said, “but…there’s no point in trying to kid you.  Essentially that’s where we’re at.  I’m really sorry.”
                                       Chapter Two
                    Cudder's Mountain, Tennesee, Scenic Overlook #5

“You’ll see.  From way up here, after I fire the first shot it’s gonna look like a big ole anthill bein’ overrun by a shitload of really pissed-off ants.” Edward Fromme said this as he wet his index finger and held it up into a light seven-knot breeze from the southwest. 

“Black ants,” his brother, Billy added.

Edward twisted the windage knob two clicks on the rifle scope and grinned at his brother.  “Billy, let it never be said that you don’t have a firm grasp of the obvious.  Yes, we’re talkin’ black ants now.  That’s kinda the point of the whole thing.”

Billy glared at nothing in particular.  “I don’t know which of you is a bigger pain in my butt, Daddy or you.” He gazed straight down the mountain at the new Baptist Church and fresh asphalt parking lot in the valley below.  It was such a steep angle that it felt like they were up in an airplane.  He counted forty-seven cars in the tiny lot, three of them new Caddys, the rest an assortment of old rusty junkers.  “Naah, strike that.  I know which one’s the bigger pain.  It’s you, Ed.  You and your fuckin’ fifty-cent words.  By the way, I looked up, enervating and it ain’t no compliment.  Even Daddy don’t talk like that and he’s smarter than you.  He don’t talk down to me like you do.”

“Enough,” Joseph Fromme said to his two sons, his voice serene.  He gazed down at the church through ten-power binoculars and scanned the parking lot.  “All right, I told you to wire-up the three Caddys.  Did you do like I said?”

“I did,” Billy said. “They’re even all facin’ in the right direction.  When you hit the filler caps...  I wisht I’d brought my camera.”

“How much C-4did you put inside the caps?” Edward asked.

“I divided it up all equal.”

Edward’s bulging eyes widened fractionally behind the rifle scope.  “Well...I guess we’re gonna wake up some folks in the next county over.”


“That’s all right,” Joseph Fromme said.  “You did fine.  We’re making a point.  We’re just making a little bigger point, that’s all.”  He looked at Edward, his oldest.  “How much nitrate did you use on the church?”

“Enough to do the job.”


“That’s not what I asked.”


“Fifty pounds.”

“That’s way too much.  Ten pounds would take it out just fine.  And you be sure every...ant is out before you go blowin’ it up.  Do you understand?”


Edward’s eyes went dead.  He adjusted a ten-pound canvas sand bag on one of the boulders overlooking the valley with the same care of a mother tucking in her newborn.  He lowered the huge .50 caliber target rifle down on the bag and wiggled it down into the sand.

“What are you shooting?” Joseph Fromme asked.


Edward took a deep breath and let it out loudly.  “Tracers, Daddy, just like you said.  First one’s standard like we agreed, cuz nobody will see the first one.  From then on, it’s gonna look like the white wrath of God comin’ straight down from heaven.”  Edward looked up from his scope and tried to imagine it the way it’d be viewed below.  It was going to be cool.  Like glowing miniature lightning streaking down from heaven, followed by what promised to be some truly first-class pyrotechnics.  “I’m ready whenever you are.”

“Just remember, wait until everybody’s out before you blow the church.  I’m looking for a measured response not a blood bath,” Joseph said.  “Least for today.”

From the fifth switchback up Cudder’s Mountain, the distance to the church below was a little more than half a mile straight down and about a quarter-mile to the south.  Even with the sandbag, the crosshairs of the scope danced about on the left rear fender of the first car.  The heat mirages didn’t help either, but Edward waited patiently for the crosshairs to settle on the gas filler door.  He squeezed gently and the big rifle bucked hard against his shoulder.  A plume of orange fire blossomed three feet out from the muzzle.  A heartbeat later the Cadillac went up in a ball of fire that blew straight up between the walls of the canyon.  A grey turkey buzzard that had been riding the currents veered and began flapping to gain altitude.   Edward flipped-up one of the pads on his ear muffs and looked over at his father.  His eyes were wild...insane now.   They were giddy.  “Didya see that? Was that friggin’ spectacular or what?”

Joseph Fromme remained strangely serene.  “Okay.  Good.  Now wait until everybody’s out before you do the next one.  You sure you’re shooting all tracers?”


“Oh, yeah...” Edward said, his voice sounding like a little kid’s.

Far below, they watched.  They watched as the entire congregation of the Cudder’s Mountain Baptist Church scrambled out the front entrance.  From half a mile away they did, indeed, resemble small angry insects.  Fifteen seconds later, Edward leaned back into the sandbag.  There was smoke now and flames, but he spotted the next car about thirty feet to the left.  To correct on the rifle scope, it amounted to the tiniest pressure of his cheek against the stock.  He squeezed again and actually saw the tracer arc down into the valley.  Oddly, it looked like it was moving in slow motion.  The valley exploded in low thunder and he leaned into the rifle butt the tiniest amount and let loose.  “This is so cool!” he giggled looking up from the sand bag.  “I just wonder what the hell they’re thinkin’.  They must think God himself is coming down to kick their black asses.”

“You’re not supposed to be enjoying it this much,” Joseph Fromme said in a quiet controlled voice.  “Finish this up and be done with it.”

“Yessir.  Yes, Daddy.” 

“Now check again.  Can you tell?  Is everybody out of the church?”


Edward scanned with the rifle scope.  At twelve power, everything moved too fast.   Gaggles of families in their Sunday best, some huddled together. A ragged group of black men, hats falling off, ties waving, running everywhere.  The consensus, however, seemed to be that the safest place was back inside the church.  After they ran out, they ran back in.

“Pretty much, Daddy,” Edward said.  “I don’t see anybody at all coming out now...  Nope, definitely nobody comin’ out.”


“Okay then.  Finish up.  By the way, where’d you put the nitrate?”


“Some things are best left unspoken,” Edward said, drawing down on the nine-foot bronze crucifix hanging over the two red front doors.  He aimed for the chest, knowing that the combination of C-4 and ammonium nitrate was such that anywhere close to the doors would do the trick.  He flipped his ear suppressors back down and squeezed gently.  The explosion took one and a half seconds to reach them on the switchback.  A scorching invisible bubble rolled up from the valley.  It rolled up past them and they turned their heads and closed their eyes.
                                        Chapter Three

Dr. Mannstein officially broke the news to Jennifer Knowles in the waiting room of the intensive care section although he had been paving the way for the meeting every time he saw her, every look he gave her.  He explained to her in an avuncular manner that this was the most frustrating part of medicine. Because Chris was not actually in a coma and except for his lack of several key organs, mainly, a functioning heart, lungs, and kidneys, he was otherwise capable of thinking and communicating.  It meant that decisions would have to be made…mutual decisions… consensual decisions, which would soon become gut-wrenching decisions on her part. 
Sometimes things went smoothly, even sweetly as families rose to the occasion of making the ultimate decision.  Other times, things went ugly, particularly when the family wasn’t ready to say goodbye, though the patient was.  The reverse was true as well and it’d happened a month ago when Anthony Talbot, an attorney with the firm Mason, Talbot, and Swartz had threatened to sue his own family if they so much as turned off the lights when they left his private room on the fourth floor.  Things had not gone well, and it was considered to be a “Deus Ex” from the Greek tragedies where the protagonist, having gotten himself in so much of a bind that even the playwright couldn't solve it, was saved by God himself in the form of a wooden crane rolled on stage to whisk him off, presumably to heaven.  Anthony Talbot Esq. was whisked away when the machine that pumped the blood through his system, chose to clog-up where the nylon tube entered the nipple of the small electric pump.  A red light flashed on the panel accompanied by a high-pitched warble.  By the time the clog was located and fixed, Mr. Talbot had been…whisked away, much to the relief of the rest of the Talbot family.  
With Jenny and Chris, however, it was turning out to be a different sort of reality and Mannstein was dreading the inevitable.
Jennifer Knowles was one of those women whose girlfriends not-so-secretly despised her.  She was born to be slender and she also didn’t have to wear much make-up.  She preferred planting flowers and helping Chris stack firewood to getting her hair done. Jenny had bonded to Chris so completely that even on the occasional girls' night out, when everyone traded, “my bastard husband” stories, she would shrug and shake her head.  She had learned to excuse herself and get another cup of coffee in the kitchen.  The best reply that she could come up with was, “Okay, shoot me.  I get along with my husband...okay?  Is that a federal offense?”  Apparently it was.
When Mannstein quietly slipped into the waiting room, however, the past five days were already taking their toll.  Jenny looked like the older sickly sister she didn’t have, her skin pale, and the circles under her eyes made her resemble a sickly raccoon that had been locked in a dark room.  
As Mannstein walked over to her, she glanced up at him, but then took to staring out the window, already braced for the shock of what she knew she was about to hear.  She clutched her purse to her like a stuffed animal, her fingers were bone-white from the pressure.
Mannstein sat down next to her and for a long minute, he didn’t say anything at all.  There wasn’t anything he could say to ease the pain and she seemed to have already begun the first stage of mourning.  After another long minute he inhaled deeply and exhaled.  Jenny remained so quiet, she could have been a statue.
“Some people never even get to say goodbye,” he said softly.  “At least you have that.  And…pardon my saying it, but it looks like you’ve had one helluva marriage, which is more than a lot of people can say.”
“We do,” Jenny replied.  “We did,” she corrected.  She stared down at her wadded-up tissue then looked at him.  “Is there anything…anything at all?  Some kind of long shot that nobody’s considered.  My Dad always used to tell me there are always alternatives.  Always.”
Mannstein smiled sadly, not at the reasoning, but because he knew it was exactly what his own wife would have said.  The always and never were words used often in the Mannstein household and had been the source of arguments many times over.
He was going to say, I understand, but he knew from his fights with Suzanne that it would cause only more pain, more friction.  “Your dad was a smart man,” Mannstein said instead. “But sometimes…”
“No,” Jenny said, her voice harder and stronger than he had heard before.  “I can tell.  You’re on auto-pilot now.  You’ve got your speech all ready.  You didn’t even take a moment to think.”
Ben went quiet.  There was no good way to get around the inevitable.  This was going to be a rough one and so he just sat there, looking out the window.  Intensive care was on the third floor overlooking a large man-made pond about fifty yards away with cat tails and lily pads.  A small flotilla of ducks was navigating its way past a pair of swans.  They seemed nervous about a confrontation.  “I’m sorry,” Ben said finally, “but don’t you think I’ve been wracking my brain ever since your husband…”
“Chris.  Please call him Chris.  If you’re going to kill him, you should know his name.”
The words stung, but under the circumstances there was no point in correcting her.  Grief was a multi-step process and anger came right after disbelief.  His mind went to a place it never went.  There was something about Jenny Knowles that reminded him of Suzanne.  It was the resolve, and he tried to imagine what, if anything, Suzanne would say if he were lying in the room across the hall, not Chris.  It wouldn’t be all that different.
For a moment his mind wandered.  It flitted oddly to an old episode of Star Trek…the original, where the rocks were hunks of foam rubber and the creatures were either sexy women painted green, or men in alligator suits.  He chuckled despite himself.  There’d been an episode where someone had stolen Spock’s brain to save their dying civilization.  McCoy and Captain Kirk succeeded in stealing it back, but when it came time to return it to Spock’s body, all the alien technology that had temporarily occupied McCoy’s brain, enabling him to perform the surgery, was beginning to wear off.  In the middle of suturing, McCoy looked over at his captain and said, “My God, Jim.  There must be ten thousand nerve endings to reconnect!  There’s no way I can know which one is which!”  Gene Roddenberry had summed up the problem with brain transplants in four seconds.  By the time any surgeon sorted and tested the thousands of connections, the patient would be long dead, or worse.
Johns Hopkins in Baltimore had been experimenting with a micro-circuited device they were calling quite simply, a router.  In theory, it was a simple enough device.  In its first iteration, it was a simple electronic router approximately two inches by two inches with five rows of five columns providing twenty-five total connections.  As it was explained in the New England Journal of Medicine, the nerves coming from the brain were pre-attached via an electronic shunt on the back side and the nerves from the spinal cord were pre-attached in the same way at the front so that the brain could continue to function normally.  
Rather than attempt to correctly guess which nerve went to which, they had wired a simple electronic switching circuit that allowed them to instantaneously connect any terminal on the front to any terminal on the back.  The consequence of this was that after the operation, all the peripheral connections could be tested, manipulated and correctly reset.  The problem with this however, was a Catch-22 problem.  Rhesus monkeys and dogs and chimpanzees were unable to communicate or respond to, “Now…move your toe.  Now, turn your head. Now lift your arm” and so it was impossible to implement.  And without extensive testing with animals first, there was no way in hell that they were ever going to try it out on a human.  The project had been stalled for eight months now with nothing foreseeable on the horizon to break the deadlock.
“Where’d you go?” he heard Jennifer Knowles asking somewhere in the distance.  It was a question Suzanne asked often.  It wasn’t that he was an absent-minded professor.  What made him a surgeon of note, however, was his ability to concentrate deeply for long periods of time.
“Sorry, I was just remembering something,” Ben answered.
“What?  Your eyes changed for a moment.  What were you remembering?”
Ben looked up at Jenny Knowles.  Her hollow eyes were bright and piercing.  They were defiant in their desperation, the eyes of a warrior with a single sword, taking on an entire army.  How much she was like Suzanne.  He stared at her too long, and it was that extra handful of seconds that told her that there was something…something.  The problem was: at that precise moment it was a million-to-one shot at best.   
“Nothing.  It was nothing at all,” he said, though he could tell by the sound of his own voice that he’d get called on it.  He looked up, saw her eyes and knew he was right.  “Okay, it was just a mental gymnastic.  There’s truly nothing, no real alternative here.  Just speculation and I don’t want to give you any glimmering of hope where there is none.  That’d be cruel, and I’m not a cruel person.  I’m truly sorry for even thinking that way. I apologize.”
Jenny Knowles was over in a pale blur, an exhausted ghost in a black velour sweat suit sitting directly next to him now and holding both his hands in hers.  She looked into his eyes as if she were a school teacher asking if he’d cheated on a test.  “Okay, you have to tell me exactly what you were thinking just now.  I saw something. I saw…a tiny little ray of hope.”
“I’m sorry.”
She squeezed his hand hard enough to hurt.  “No!  I don’t want to hear that you’re sorry.  Just tell me what was going on inside your head.  Tell me what you were…speculating about.” She squeezed his hands even tighter.  “Please…”
Ben looked down at his hands.  They were white where she had squeezed the blood out of them.  “Okay…” he said simply, “I will…  But this is such a long shot that it’s bordering on cruelty to even talk about it.”

“I don’t care. Go on.”  Jenny’s eyes were huge and watery and yet perfectly focused on his.

“Okay...  There’s a team down at Johns Hopkins.  The leader of the team is a Dr. Kevin R. Gertz.  Kevin and I were roommates at Franklin and Marshall and then after F&M we both got accepted at Albert Einstein, which is to say we go back a ways.  Kevin was always more heavily focused toward the research side.  He went on to Johns Hopkins.”

“And you?” Jenny asked.

Ben held up his hands and wiggled his fingers.  “I’ve got what they call world-class hands.  That’s my one and only claim to fame…my hands.  Between the two of us we could do a lot of damage metaphorically speaking.  But Kev has been heading up research on a little electronic device they’re calling a router.  What he’s doing is important and someday…emphasis on the someday, it’ll allow surgeons to do amazing things with the brain.”

Jenny released his hands quite suddenly and stared at him.  Her face had gone cold.  “But I don’t get it.  Unless there’s something else you haven’t told me, Chris’s brain is the only thing that’s still working on him.  How would a router?  I mean...  What could a router do?”

They sat there just looking at each other for a long, long moment.  Ben finally said, “There’s nothing that I’ve held back.  And you’re essentially correct.  The only thing left of Chris is…the thing that makes him Chris…is his brain.”

Jenny blinked at him absent-mindedly.  “I’m sorry.  I’m not getting it.  You’re saying the only thing left of Chris is his brain.  But a brain can’t go on living without a body.  You have to have a heart and lungs and…all the other stuff.  You’re not talking about some Boris Karlov horror movie where they put his brain in a big aquarium…”

“No, I’m not,” Ben said.  “But the reality isn’t that far off now.  Right now technology is accelerating so fast, what was stupid science fiction yesterday is reality today.  Today they can replace a crushed arm with an artificial one that is wired right to the severed nerve endings.  When the surgery is complete, and the patient wakes up, they have to keep the thing turned off until they learn how to use it because…the arm is activated by the electrical impulses of the mind.  The mind...  That arm, when properly wired operates on mind control.  It sounds like science fiction, but it’s a hard and fast fact. It’s available now. There are thousands of amputees from Desert Storm, Afghanistan.  Pretty soon, if they have enough funding, they’ll be running around shooting baskets and sipping coffee at Starbucks...all with their arms and feet controlled by the mind.  The only thing that’s kept us from making progress with the human brain is that there are so many nerve endings emanating from the brain stem that it’s…” Ben’s voice trailed off.  “It’s not like your DVD player where all the wires are color-coded.  They’re all the same color, a kind of pale milky grey so no one knows what the hell to hook up to what…until Kev took up the cause.  Now, theoretically, they could sever the brain stem and reconnect it to a spinal cord…and Kevin’s little router sorts the whole thing out in nanoseconds, where a surgeon would probably take a week or two...which is unacceptable.  The bottom line is that the patient is alive while that process is taking place.”

Jenny stared at him, her eyes slightly glazed.  “But to do that, you need a brain from one person…and a body with no brain from another.  The chances of that are…”

“Extremely slim to say the least,” Mannstein agreed, “but taking into account every hospital in every state, the question is far from academic.  To be candid, it isn’t the unavailability of two candidates that will keep this from happening, it’s the bureaucracy.  We’ve had precious little experimentation with chimps and gorillas.  None with humans.  Not a single one, and without…realistically four, five, maybe ten years of screwing around with the paperwork, this procedure won’t even come close to coming about.  That’s why I didn’t want to bring it up.  I’m really sorry, but it’s truly a moot point.”  
 Chapter Four
Pulling into the cobblestone driveway at 701 Wembley Court, Ben Mannstein made his usual K-turn and then carefully backed in next to Suzanne’s little black Audi.  It had been a running and slightly sour joke between them with Suzanne accusing him of having too much blue-collar blood coursing through his veins.  “Cops back in.  Firemen back in,” she’d say.
“That’s right,” he would patiently agree, “because cops and fireman sometimes have to get somewhere…really, really fast.  And so do I, my love.” 
Usually that worked, but not always.  Suzanne was of a mind that once you became a prominent surgeon, operations were things to be scheduled months in advance.  “You’re not a g.p. you’re a surgeon.” She’d say as if that explained everything.  But way down inside him, he knew that it was because she had, indeed, grown up blue collar and had always fought her way beyond it.  He’d always been the quintessential preppy little Jewish boy from Yonkers.  Well, not that little anymore.  Mannstein stood all of six-foot-one, but his weight at 225 was hardly little.

Inside the door, he heard the familiar hum of Suzanne’s treadmill upstairs.  Judging by the gentle booming in the hallway, she was tearing up the track.  He went to the fridge, poured two glasses of white and carried them upstairs.  He slipped into the exercise room quietly so as not to surprise her, held up the glasses and gave a little wave.

“Good timing,” she called out breathily. “One-minute-twenty-eight to go.”

Ben put her glass down on top of the monitor and went over to the window.  Hawthorne was the ritziest development within fifty miles.  The only automobiles invited were Mercs, Beemers, and the occasional Aston or Maserati with a peacock feather stuck up its tailpipe.  But to Suzanne, it was still a development and something to eventually outgrow.  Eventually they would have a circular driveway and their own tennis court. He took a long sip and savored the coolness in his throat and the calm settling into his brain.

“How many minutes?” he asked, when she came over to join him.  They clinked glasses and took sips.

“Forty.  Two sets, but I went at an eight-percent grade this time.  I can feel it.”  She tapped his stomach.  “You should join me.”

“In my spare time,” he grinned, and took another sip.

“How’s the one who was bisected?  Still alive?” she asked casually.

The callousness of the question was annoying, but then they were just abstract names and cases to her.  “He’s stable...for now,” he said and took another sip.  “But we’re coming to the edge of the abyss.  Eventually…  It’s gonna be a bitch.  Nice family.  His wife reminds me of you, maybe ten years ago.”

“Skinny and pretty?” Suzanne asked pivoting theatrically to face him head-on.  Suzanne was good at the maneuver.  In her mind if she could ask a question fast enough, she was certain she could get the unvarnished truth.  

“Yes, she is,” Ben agreed, “but that’s not the point.  What’s impressive is she’s fearlessly trying to find some loophole, some magic bullet, anything by hook or by crook that’ll save her husband. That’s the way she reminds me of you.”

“And is there any magic bullet?”

Ben stared at her, much in the same way he had stared back at Jenny.  “Nope, I don’t think so,” he said.

“One second and I already see the problem,” Suzanne said.  “You absolutely stink when you’re trying to lie.  You shouldn’t even bother.  What’s the magic bullet?”

“Kev’s router.  But it’s purely theoretical.”

“Litigation.”

“Bingo, you got it...though I bet a good lawyer could work his way around it.  It’s more a problem of inertia.  The medical profession doesn’t like to move quickly on anything.”

Suzanne stepped close to him and touched his arm in that gentle but insistent way she had.  “And what if it were me?  What would you do if I were lying there, crushed?”
“That’s not a fair question.:’

“Isn’t it?”

 “No, it really isn’t.  More than that, it’s a dangerous question.  You want the good life, the circular drive, the membership to the country club…  I can’t do that if they revoke my license.”

Suzanne nodded.  “Are you allowed to at least call Kevin up?”  This was a quiet form of emotional judo that Suzanne used so well.  Whenever she wanted to get to Ben, she asked if he was allowed.  There was something about that particular word that seemed to get to him every single time.

“Yes, I’m allowed.  It’s not that.”

Suzanne’s demeanor changed in the time it took her to flip the switch on the treadmill.  She snapped if off, swirled, smiled.   “Good.  Then give him a call.  You know you want to.”

“Do I have a say in this?”

“Of course you do.  But give him a call.  I want you to be a great surgeon, not just a pretty damned good one.”
 Chapter Five
In the parking lot outside Doylestown Memorial, Jenny pulled the parking brake up slowly, trying to think how she was going to tell her twelve-year-old daughter...not to freak out when she saw that daddy no longer had half his body.  She turned the ignition key off.  The radio continued playing an instrumental of Somewhere My Love.  It was soft and calming and she decided to leave it on.  The prospect of hearing her own words...stark in the empty air was too much to take right now.  She shifted around in her seat and she could feel the tears coming.  She blotted at the corners of her eyes before speaking

“I know,” Meredith whispered across the car seat.

Jenny smiled at the windshield and bit her lip.  “Do you, honey?”  When she looked over, she saw Meredith’s ever-serious eyes staring back at her.  They were glassy and there were tears rolling down her cheeks, but she wasn’t crying the way normal little girls cry.  She was her own clone...smart as a whip and deadly serious.

“I think so,” Meredith said, turning to stare out the window so she didn’t have to look at her mother’s tears.  “Daddy was in a wreck.  It wasn’t his fault, but he was hurt...badly.”

Jenny took a long ragged breath.  “Yeah, that’s pretty much it,” she said.  “What I wanted to warn you about...  When we go in to see Daddy...”  She couldn’t finish the sentence.  A long moment passed.  “Daddy doesn’t look so hot.”  She tightened her eyes and her throat and quietly pinched her thigh as hard as she could to distract herself, but it wasn’t working.  “When we go in...I want you to do me a favor, okay?  I want you to stay on the right side of the bed, not the left.  It’s important.  And just look at Daddy’s face. And...Be as supportive as you can.  I know it’s a tall order.  You’re gonna really want to look over.”

“I won’t,” Meredith said.  “Is Daddy going to die?”

The tears were streaming now and she blotted them with a tissue.  “We’re doing everything we can, honey.  But...he was badly hurt...  Right now you and I have to stick together, and we have to be super-strong for his sake.  If he see’s us crying...”  She took a long deep breath and exhaled slowly.  “Well, we’re not going to do that.  For Daddy’s sake we’re not going to do that.  Okay?”

“Okay.”

They walked in together and went up in the elevator holding hands.  They hugged just before the door of the elevator opened. As they walked down the hall, the nurses at the station saw them and looked graciously away.  They walked slowly to room number three squeezing each other’s hands back and forth. 
 Just outside the entrance, Jenny heard Ben Mannstein’s voice soft and low.  It had a calming effect, somehow.  He was talking to Chris and Chris’s voice sounded rough and hoarse by comparison.  When Ben pushed through the pale green cloth curtain into the corridor, his eyes immediately darted to Jenny’s, and then down to Meredith.  “How do you do?” he said softly and somehow respectfully to Meredith, holding his hand out.  “I’m Dr. Mannstein, your Dad’s doctor.”
“I know,” Meredith said.  “Mom described you to me.”
Mannstein pasted on the smile he had been trained to use.  “Do you know that you have a very special mom?”
“Yes.”
Mannstein nodded, “And it looks as if the nut didn’t fall too far from the tree.”  His eyes tracked back to Jenny.  “When you’re through visiting, I’d like to have a little talk with you in my office.”
Jenny examined his eyes, trying to interpret the look.  His eyes were serious and sober, but there wasn’t the grimness she was expecting.  “Why?  Is there anything new?  Any change in the prognosis?”
Mannstein listened intently to the question and paused before answering.  “As to the prognosis...the way we stand right now...no.”
“But there’s something.  I can tell.”
Mannstein sighed and looked at her.  “After you see him, we can...”
“No— I’m sorry Dr. Mannstein.  I don’t want to be rude, but right now I’m hanging by a thread.  If there’s anything at all, the tiniest...longest long shot, I want to know now...before I go in and face my husband.  Please...for God sakes.”

“What about your daughter?”

Meredith looked at him.  “Right now, I know my dad is going to die.  If there’s anything you have that’s better than that, I’d like to hear it, too.”

In his private office, Mannstein pulled two chairs closer to his desk and sat down.  He could feel the mother and daughter’s eyes tracking his every twitch, his most casual moving of a paper clip to the side of his blotter.  He briefly re-explained the difficulties and the concept of the router to Meredith who seemed to understand as well or better than her mother.  

“So...if everything comes out the best way it could, my Dad would still be my Dad, only he wouldn’t look like my dad.  He’d look like a stranger.”

Mannstein nodded.  “Yup.  At first.  But all the stuff that makes a person a person, the stuff, the memories, the love, the experiences, all the important stuff would all be there.  He’d still be there loving you with every fiber of his mind.  He’d just look different.  And this is really new territory we’re in.  Your dad would be the first, the very first.  But I have a hunch that you two would be able to see that your dad is still your dad, that your husband is still your husband, and could make the transition.  But it’s a tall order...and that would be under the very best of circumstances. This procedure has never been done before and there’s at least a sixty to eighty percent chance that he will not make it.  There isn’t any surgery on this planet more complicated or more dangerous.  The thing of it is...there is absolutely no alternative. Without surgery, Chris will definitely die.  There’s no hedge factor on that.  He doesn’t have the organs he needs to sustain life.”

Jenny focused on Dr. Mannstein.  “But you said that the AMA would never go for this.”

Mannstein smiled and gave a lame chuckle.  “Oh, you can count on that.  No matter what happens, we’ll all be spending a whole lot of time in a courtroom afterwards and every network is gonna want to have you and your husband on TV.  At the very best it’ll be a huge headache and the worst and best year of your life.  That’s a gimme.  And, of course, you are going to have to sign off on this thing one thousand percent, that you understand that he will definitely die without it and quite possibly might...with it.  Any clause you’re asked to sign...you sign.  If you can’t do that, this conversation is over.  I’m going to be in way over my head as it is.”

“Oh, we’ll sign,” Jenny said.  “But I don’t understand.  This is putting you in a predicament.  Did you talk to your roommate?”

Mannstein nodded.  “Yes, as a matter of fact I did.  Surprisingly, that part went better than expected.  He’s ready.  Actually, he’s hugely psyched, if you can believe that.  But it wasn’t Dr. Gertz who turned the tide.  It was my wife, Suzanne.  She’s really good at bringing out guilt and fashioning it into a pointy weapon. She said, and I quote:  ‘Benjamin, you can’t not do this operation.’  Double-negative...that’s as strong as it gets in our household.  And then she said a whole lot of other things as well, but that’s the gist of it.” 

Back in the hallway, outside the entrance to room three, Jenny stopped to regroup.  She looked down at Meredith and perhaps it was just the light in the hallway, or perhaps it was the smudges of tears, but she already seemed a year or two older.  She took a fresh tissue from her purse, wet it at the drinking fountain and wiped the smudges from her face.  She looked at her daughter’s eyes.  They were large and serious and downcast.  This was much more than a girl of twelve was supposed to go through.  When she was finished, she lifted her daughter’s chin and spoke in her softest most supportive voice.  “Okay, everything I said before still stands.  This is the hardest moment you’ll ever have to go through.  But maybe...with a little luck, things will get better.”

“If Dad gets a new body, will you still be able to love him?” she asked.

Jenny stared deeply into her eyes.  “You bet.  How ‘bout you?”

Meredith stared back for a long moment and then nodded her head.  

Jenny pulled the curtain back.  It was dark inside except for a light next to Chris’s bed, fortunately on the right side which left the left in shadows.  “You awake?” she called softly.  

For a moment there was no movement, no sound and her heart began to pound.  But then Chris coughed and cleared his throat.  “Jen?  That you?”

“It’s your two favorite women in the universe!”

In the dim hospital lighting, Chris looked a pale sickly green, his face was swollen and bloated, his eyes fat slits like the scarecrow in the Wizard of Oz after he’d been attacked. Chris’s body, what was left of it seemed to have sunken deep into the mattress.  “Mere...  I hope you can stand the sight of your ole man.  I’m pretty beat-up, my breath stinks and I might be missing a few parts but...”

Meredith had already moved so gently onto the bed that she might have been a cloud.  She snuggled in under Chris’s good arm and kissed the sheet that was covering his chest.  Jen wasn’t quite so good an actress.  She had a slightly too-happy smile pasted on her face, but the tears betrayed her.  “Well... you look like hell warmed over,” Jenn said.  “But, I guess we’ll keep you.”

Chris was going to say, at least for now, but thought the better of it.  “It was an accident,” he said instead.  It seemed as if his mind had fixated on the point.  “Did the cops at least get that part right?”

“Yes, they did, Chris,” Jennifer said.  “As it turns out, they said there was a bubble or something in the brake line of the garbage truck.  Does that make any sense?”

“Yeah.  Unfortunately it makes perfect sense.”

“And BFI Inc. has already offered to graciously pick up the tab for...well...just about everything.”

Chris nodded.  “We lucked out.  We’re on Easy Street, at least for a while.”

Jennifer looked down at the lack of bulges on the left side of the bed.  “Easy street.  What exactly has Dr. Mannstein said to you?”

Chris went quiet for a moment.  “They’ve got me pretty doped-up right now.  I doubt if I’d break a sweat if they dropped a rattlesnake in my lap.  But he went over everything in pretty much detail.  As it stands, I’m kinda in a world of hurt.  I know that much.”  With his right arm he tried to gesture over to the bank of machines humming and pumping on the other side of the bed. “Behold the real bionic man.”

“Don’t worry, Dad,” Meredith said, “we’re going to love you know matter what you come back as.”

Chris’s head lifted up from the bed.  “Huh?  What am I coming back as?  Maybe I missed a briefing or two along the way.”

Jennifer proceeded to explain as much as she could remember from her conference with Dr. Mannstein.  She was surprised at Chris’s reaction.  It was probably whatever was coursing through his veins.

“So there’s actually a chance?” was all he said when she finished.

“Not a great one, but a chance.”

“Did he give you odds?”

“Actually, he did.  They’re not all that good.”

“Well?'

“There’s a sixty percent chance that you won’t make it.”

Chris nodded.  “That’s great!  As of five minutes ago I had a hundred percent chance I wouldn’t.  Forty percent is almost 50-50 and at this point, I’ll go with a coin toss.”

“Whatever they’re dumbing you down with, I wish you could slip a little of it to me.  This is scaring the hell out of me.”

“Did they say whose body I’m getting?  I’m kinda average height, average looks.  You could actually come out ahead on this.  Maybe in my next body I won’t have this receding hairline.  I might even be six feet tall.”

“I think they’re pumping tequila sunrises through your veins.  But, I suppose it beats the alternative.”

Chris looked up at her through his swollen squinty eyes.  “I’m still here,” he said.  “I know what’s goin’ on.  It’s not like they can go down to the Acme and order up a custom body.  I could get some old fat fart with a big gut and knobby knees...”  He looked up at her.  “Then what are we gonna do?  That wasn’t part of the bargain.”

“The person I fell in love with was you, Chris.  The guy who beat the crap outta that Chi Phi asshole who was groping me.  The guy who was there every day when I got pneumonia, when we had Meredith, when that skunk got into the kitchen...a thousand things, not just your knee caps or your elbows.  I fell in love with...you, Chris.”

Chris stared at her, appraising her.  “Well...that sounds good.”
Chapter Six
(eight days later)
Sitting in Dr. Mannstein’s small leathery office, Jenny realized how much time she had spent there in the past week.  She’d already read the title of every book in his bookcases.  There was nothing unusual, the obligatory dry and heavy medical books, a good spread of psychology and philosophy books, and Mannstein did seem to like his best-selling thrillers, with their gaudy raised gold letters and their chromium missiles and jet fighters leaping off the covers.  And everything in his office was matched up.  The entire office was the identical shade of burgundy leather and dark wood.  Even the picture frames showing his degrees from Yale and Einstein were dark wood with burgundy matting.  His wife had probably had a hand in that.  But this morning the tempo was different.  Mannstein was late, which was unusual, and when he sat down he seemed nervous and preoccupied.  He looked in her eyes, which was normal, but then he quickly looked away, which was unusual.

“Okay then... I have some good news, some unusual news, and some not-so-good news.”

“Why don’t you give me the not-so-good news first,” Jenny said.

As she had come to recognize over the past week, Mannstein seemed to have a small computer inside his head which processed things quickly, but not instantly.  Mannstein stared at the leather blotter on his desk, processing her words and then he paused for a long moment.  “Okay.  That’s fine.  The bad news is this:  Chris’s life signs are starting to become erratic, plus he’s getting weaker.  If he were a plant, I would tell you that he’s wilting and wilting is not a good scenario from which to perform a majorly serious operation.  The long and the short of it is: Chris needs to have the operation soon.”

“Soon as in...”

“As in...now.  The good news is, we have a candidate in Baltimore which is strategically good, close to Johns Hopkins.  The candidate is twenty-four years old, five foot-nine, basically healthy...except for the fact that she’s in the final stages of metastasized cancer of the brain.”

Jenny squinted at Mannstein.  “You said...she.”

Mannstein looked up at Jenny and got stuck there.  “Yes.  That was the unusual news I was getting to.”

“Dr. Mannstein...  I’ve given this a lot of...  A girl?  You want to make Chris into a twenty-four-year-old girl?  For the past week, I’ve been making my brain go to a place it really doesn’t want to go.  I was just getting used to the probability that Chris would be an old fat bald guy.  And I discovered I could live with that...I think.  I don’t even know that for sure. But...  I’m not the swishy, butchy type.  I can’t suddenly turn lesbian.  I just can’t.  There are things that I just can’t do and that just might be one of them.  Can’t we wait just a little bit longer?”

Mannstein stood up and came around to the front of his desk.  He squatted down in front of Jenny and took her hands in his.  “This is a really, really specific candidate we’re looking for.  For one, the blood type has to match up and there are a host of other factors.  Almost any person who would be a candidate for this would have some awful other circumstances attached, or they’d be too old, or too small.  The size of the brain is critical as well because men’s brains tend to be slightly larger than women’s.  We lucked out with Catherine; she’s tall and has a good-sized frame.  And other than the cancer which we checked out thoroughly... it’s remained 100% in her head...no spread to her lymph or anywhere else.  Mrs. Knowles, when you came to me you asked for that one tiny thread of hope. This is the best thread I can offer you. And even at that, we’re way the hell out on a limb here.  It’s this or nothing.”

“I’m sorry.  I can’t agree to this.  It’s just too much.”

“Very well.  I understand.  In that case, do you want to be present when we pull the plug on Chris?”

“That’s cruel.”

“Yes, it is,” Mannstein agreed in an unusually soft voice.  “But that is precisely what the alternative is right now.  We pull the plug and you can make arrangements with the funeral home of your choice.  Or...”

“Okay—  Okay, I get it.  I absolutely can’t pull the plug on Chris.  That’s impossible.” She looked at him again.  “It’s still going to be Chris.”

Mannstein nodded.  “Yup, it’s still going to be your husband...Chris.  And what you don’t realize is that in about twenty minutes, I’m going to have to have a very similar conversation and yet completely different conversation with Mr. and Mrs. John Flanagan, explaining that if this surgery goes as is hoped, they will, indeed, see their daughter get up and walk around, look at them and speak to them in her same voice. Only it won’t be their daughter any more.  Their daughter died four days ago.  Can you imagine that scenario?”

Jenny stared at him blankly.  “Actually, I can’t.  I don’t even want to try.  Is that going to create...well...problems, assuming that everything goes well?”
“We’re in an entirely new ball game here.  This has never been done before.  But in its own way, it’s a harder sell for the Flanagans than what I’m offering you.”

“I hadn’t thought of it.”

“No one has.  This is new territory.  Do I have your okay?”

“...yes,” Jenny answered so softly, she was certain Mannstein hadn’t heard.  “Yes,” she said again.  “How much of this does Chris know, right now?”

Mannstein sat back in his burgundy leather executive’s chair and smiled.  At that second, he appeared handsome, like a greying, slightly overweight, George Clooney.  It was the eyes that were the interesting part of him.  They were large and dark and seemed to carry both the wisdom and the weight of the world inside them.  “Yeah...  If you think about it, from a legal perspective, our covenant, our agreements regarding this operation have to do with him, not you.  ...it’s his body,” he added, “his brain, his life...  But if I may be so bold as to make an observation, you two have an unusually strong bond between you.  Essentially Chris said that whatever you decided, whether it was to terminate him or to go this route, he was going to support you.  Not every man would do that.  And not every man could find hope and...dare I say an inkling of humor with the options that have been given him.  You both are remarkable people and it’s for that reason that I actually have some hope about this...assuming the operation is a success of course.”

“What did he say when you told him he was going to occupy the body of a young woman?”

Mannstein leaned back in his chair and smiled at the ceiling.  “He said: ‘So, I guess from here on in, I’m gonna have to pee sitting down.’  Your husband is truly a survivor.  He said some other things too, but I think some of that was the result of the morphine drip.  And...I don’t want to go high-fiving ourselves about the prognosis either.  This is drastically new surgery.  We can only speculate as to how long it will take and whether the brain and the body can survive the shock.  If the router doesn’t perform flawlessly and quickly...  It’s just extremely complicated.  The good news is that I spoke with Dr. Gertz at length last night, and they came up with a fundamental technique for using the router that should considerably cut the time it takes to reroute the connections, and that’s key to the success of this operation.”

“Is it too complicated for me to understand?”

“In its basic concept, not at all.  Think of Chris’s brain as a really long strand of Christmas lights, and somewhere in the middle of the strand, there’s a bulb that’s out...or in this case, a bulb you want to locate.  The scientific method would dictate that you begin at bulb one, test it to see if it works, and then proceed to the second light bulb.  It works, but it’s not efficient.  Because the brain is like a large circuit board, and because of the nature of a router, what we’re going to do is for a very brief period, and in this case we’re talking about thousandths of a second, we can instantaneously isolate one-half of the brain from the equation, and if we get a ghost blip on the oscilloscope we’ll know that the particular nerve we’re tracking is either in or not in that half of the brain.  Essentially, with one test, we’ve eliminated fifty percent of the tests we’d have to perform.”

Jenny nodded.  “I get the concept.  Chris used it when he was running low voltage outdoor lights on a project.  And with the next test...you take one-half of the one-half and you’ve narrowed it down to one-quarter of the brain.”

“Exactly.  Of course with the next nerve ending you have to do the same thing, but it’s a drastic improvement in efficiency...and time.   And last, but not least, there’s one more piece of good news.  I don’t know how important this is to you, but other than Chris’s brain, there will be one small consolation, one physical aspect of Chris that’s...going with him.”

Jenny leaned forward in her chair.  “What?”

Mannstein smiled at her oddly.  “His eyes.  Because of the physiogamy of the brain and the proximity of the optic nerve and the...”

“Oh, thank God!  I’ll be able to look in Chris’s eyes?”

“If everything goes...”

“Oh, thank GOD!!!” she cried, the tears instantly trickling down her face. 

“This is assuming he makes it through.” 
Chapter Seven
An Historic Moment
The operating rooms at Johns Hopkins are among the best in the country, large and spacious, with everything state-of-the-art.  Large remote control lights above the two operating tables glide noiselessly and seemingly of their own accord above them, controlled by a small and unobtrusive black joy stick, while around them a 270-degree glassed-in theater encircled the room above with four giant flat-screen monitors displaying and recording every suture and incision that is generated.  But because of the unique quality of the operation, no one could have predicted that the spacious room would be packed to the point of over-crowding.  It was S.R.O. for twenty-two people.
The reason for this was simple.  With Dr. Kevin Gertz’s core group from Johns Hopkins handling Catherine Flanagan’s operation, and Ben Mannstein’s group performing the operation on Chris, the room was already packed to capacity.  But there was another third and equally large contingency occupying the room with their own equipment, handling the installation, monitoring and programming of what was now being called, The Gertz Router.  Four of the programmers were also surgeons, but three were straight computer tekkies, who had to be cleaned-up and scrubbed down, dressed and then heavily briefed on operating room protocol.
Even the configuration of the operating tables was a medical first, with the tables head-to-head, literally, but offset so that the programmers could quickly connect and monitor.  From above, the pattern was that of a staggered five-armed star...jammed with green squirming bodies...with some of the best minds on planet earth, each with his or her specific talent for the job...a hugely complicated symphony with two conductors.
The intent and the agreement was to keep the lowest possible profile on the historic operation, mostly because things were confused and complicated enough, but partly because the chances of success were so marginal, that it was agreed that a widely publicized failure could cripple the possibility of the Gertz Router ever getting a second chance.  But that had proved to be naïve.  Outside, in the “C” parking lot behind Johns Hopkins, five vans were parked: sat-com dishes pointed up to the sky while generators and cables snaked between cars and under chain-link fences.  Wisely, the hospital refused any reporters whatsoever from actually viewing the operation, though the hospital itself was recording it from the vantage point of three separate cameras.  
The craniotomies of Christopher Knowles and Catherine Flanagan began simultaneously at seven thirty-one am on Friday, June the fourth.  Both patients’ heads had been completely shaved, washed, and then painted with a yellow antiseptic.  Without any hair or clothes to go by, the two craniums appeared remarkably similar.  Both surgeons were positioned facing each other and for a brief second before the incisions and peeling back of the scalp tissue began, they exchanged glances from behind their masks.  “Good luck,” Gertz said.
“You, too,” Mannstein replied.  Two state-of-the-art Humbolt-Petterson vibro-cranial saws began humming within two seconds of each other, each at 36,000 vibrations per second, each with a thin red laser line showing exactly what path the cutting would take.  The H-P saws were particularly adept for craniotomies because they could neatly and precisely slice the cranium with no tearing or apparent vibration, yet when the blade was pressed against human flesh, it felt only like a vibrator with no damage whatsoever to tissue.  With brain tissue being the approximate consistency of tofu, it was a highly desirable quality for a saw.
The first two hours went by the book, but then in the back of his mind, Mannstein was highly aware that the real operation had not yet begun.  It was twenty minutes into hour three, approximately, 9:50 that some of the unique aspects of the operation began to unfold.
 “I’m beginning to prepare for the detachment of the brain from the spinal cord, but it occurs to me that we need to account for the difference in the size of the bodies.  The male is five-eleven.  The girl is approximately five-nine, plus we have to account for the thickness of the router.”
Gertz looked up and blinked at Mannstein from behind his mask.  “The two sides of the router detach.  It’s like a two-inch extension cord.”
Mannstein looked back at him.  “Yes, I know that.  But the router still has physical mass.  It has to go somewhere.  It has to be factored in.”
Each time Mannstein or Gertz said anything there was a humm of five or six or ten conversations taking place in the viewing chamber above.
“It goes back to the first rule of carpentry,” Gertz said.  It was unclear whether he was attempting to make a joke or not. “Measure twice, cut once.  And if you have to, we can cut down the stem later.  But you can’t sew it back...at least not without another router and I don’t even want to think about the ramifications of that.”
By the end of hour seven, both brains had been prepped for removal with the optic nerve being surprisingly the easiest part of the whole operation.  At least twenty times, Mannstein had witnessed the temporary removal of the entire eye from the socket, with it hanging there like something out of a horror movie.  But it had always been removed from the front and quickly returned.  Never before had the eye been removed from behind and when he did, and the brain and the eyes and optic nerves were essentially lying in the cranium looking backwards at him, for a moment the magnitude of the operation washed over him.  “My God,” he whispered.
“You okay over there?” Gertz said, looking up anxiously.
They looked at each other.  “Yeah.  But we’re deep into God territory right now.”
“Yeah.  And the first time anyone did a triple by-pass or inserted an artificial heart or...”
“I know,” Mannstein said attaching a hemostat to a small leaking vein and then leaning his head over to the nurse so that she could wipe his brow.  “But this feels different.  The brain...that’s where it’s all at.  I wonder if we’re switching souls right now.”
“One small step for God. One giant step for...”
“We should have come up with a better quote.”

Mannstein looked over to the small team of computer technicians, hoping to see the same look that was in his eyes and Gertz’s.  It was there...in spades.  “I’m ready at this end.”
Gertz nodded at Jonathan Tyndall, a surgeon himself from Bethesda Naval Hospital, who would be interfacing the router with the areas of the spinal cord.  “I don’t need to remind you, the prime directive is making sure we have life-support: heart, lungs, liver, kidneys, blood supply to the brain. Without that...”
“Triage.  I know,” Tyndall said. 
Since the operation had never been performed on a human before, there was no baseline to predict completion times, or what possible problems might occur.  What Tyndall had tried, however, was an algorithm not dissimilar from the Genius algorithms used in finding songs on a computer with similar qualities, the goal being to quickly discard options that were the most unlikely and focus on ones with the most similarity.  
With the brain stem inserted into its gel-form outlet pad on one side of the router and the severed end of the spinal cord into the other, two panels of two hundred identical amber LEDs each began blinking randomly on the main control panel.  “...a good sign,” Tyndall whispered to himself.  “Okay, nobody breathe until we get some critical circuits secured,” he said. He enabled the router’s search circuitry, took a deep breath, and pressed ‘start search’.   The room went quiet as Mannstein and Gertz maneuvered to better positions to watch the monitors.  “How long until the first match-up?” Mannstein whispered.

Gertz’s eyes moved fractionally toward Mannstein’s without actually looking at him.  “We’ve had the first one come up in under thirty seconds.  But on two occasions it’s taken minutes...”

“Minutes...” Mannstein repeated.  “If it goes...”

“I know...”  

Mannstein stared at the banks of amber lights and his mind slipped back to forty years ago when his mother would make popcorn on the stove.  She’d put oil in a pan, shake in some corn and then turn on the heat, and nothing would happen.  “What’s the matter?” Mannstein remembered asking.  “Where’s the popcorn?” 

At precisely 3:07 pm the first human connection was confirmed via the Gertz Router, making the first of a system of connections between the left ventricle of Catherine Flanagan’s heart and Christopher Knowles’s brain stem.  The time to make the rest of the connections followed like Mannstein’s memory of the popcorn with the number of connections increasing, not arithmetically but geometrically over time.  The nuanced connections such as the feeling between the upper inside portion of the big toe, versus the middle inside portion of the big toe were approximated.  There would be time for that later.

What was left of Christopher Knowles’s body was covered and wheeled out of the operating room to provide more space to maneuver.  And even though Mannstein was highly aware of what had just transpired, he caught himself quietly apologizing to Chris’s lifeless body as it was being wheeled out, and then thinking, No, wait...   It was going to take some time.  
 Chapter Eight
Friday, June 4, 10:58 pm:  
Another Historic Moment
Dr. Kevin Gertz, Dr. Benjamin Mannstein and twelve distinguished colleagues were jammed into the recovery room as what looked like Catherine Flanagan began awaking from the operation.  Human nature being what it is, it was impossible not to think of the patient as a girl, and nearly impossible keeping it straight who they were about to communicate with.

It was decided that because Chris had been familiar with Mannstein, not Gertz, that it would be Mannstein who would be the first to approach him.  Mannstein felt the pulse the old-fashioned way, by pressing gently into the side of the neck.  Then he whispered up close, “Hello...Anybody home?  You awake?”

Brown eyes opened slowly, blearily inside a face that had once been framed with shocks of hair the color of cornstalks.  “Yeah, I’m awake...I think."

“Would you please tell me your name?”

The eyes opened wider, looking slightly annoyed.  “What—we’re doin’ that again?”

“Sorry, but it’s really necessary.  Right now you’re making history.  “What is your name?”

“My name is Christopher Knowles.  And six times seven is thirty six...no wait, it’s forty-two, I’m a little groggy.  Did I make it?  Am I alive?”

“You’re alive, Chris,” Mannstein chuckled.  “You’re just...a whole lot prettier than you were before.”  Suddenly the room was alive with applause.

Out in the hallway, two couples stood in close proximity as people might stand in an elevator, momentarily sharing space, but with nothing other than that to keep them together.  Mannstein let himself out and looked at all four of them.  “This is going to be rough on all four of you,” he said, “but please remember, there’s a weak individual in there.  He’s...  She’s been through the mill, possibly the most difficult operations a human being could be expected to go through.  Whatever you think to say... I hope you’ll stop for a moment before you say it.  It could have serious repercussions.”

Mr. and Mrs. Flanagan were ushered in first, accompanied by Mannstein, Gertz, and an accompanying nurse.  With face masks on, they stood six feet away from what had been their daughter and stared at the body looking back at them.

“It’s not her eyes,” Mrs. Flanagan said softly.  “Cate had such beautiful blue eyes,” she said and began weeping.

“I’m sorry,” Chris said.  “...I’m not sure what I’m supposed to say.  I’m sorry. Your daughter...  She saved my life.”

“I know,” Mr. Flanagan said.  “It’s not your fault.  It’s...just.  We thought that there’d be something left of Cate, that’s all.”  He turned to his wife and steered her gently toward the door.  “Come on, Sarah, we knew it was gonna be this way.”

“I’m sorry,” Chris tried to call after them, his voice sounding foreign to him. “I’m...really sorry.”

When it was time to usher Jenny and Meredith in, Mannstein and Gertz both spent a lot of time prepping them for what they were going to see and how they should react.  “As far as Chris is concerned,” Gertz said, “he’s going to be overjoyed to see you.  I’m not sure he...or anyone is prepared for the adjustment.  Just...please try to keep it in mind that though you’re going to be seeing a young woman inside that door, it’s Chris.  Look at his eyes.  They’re Chris’s eyes.  Keep that in mind, if you can.”

“Look at the eyes,” Jenny repeated woodenly.

Mannstein opened the door slowly and Jenny stepped carefully toward the bed, clutching her daughter tighter and tighter.  “Chris?” she said from three feet from his bed.

“Yeah, it’s me, baby.  It really is.  I know I look...different.  But it’s me.”

Chris pushed up a little taller in bed.  He looked down and saw the suggestion of pale white cleavage where before there had been the beginning of a small beer gut.  His mind spun as badly as if he’d been on a bender and he looked for something to throw up in.  Meredith saw what was happening and got the plastic waste basket to him just in time.  “Thanks,” Chris said, but his voice sounded strange and surreal even to him.  “I hadn’t thought about having a girl’s voice,” he said.  “I don’t know if I can do this.”

“You’ll adapt,” Mannstein said, but he’d said it too fast and he knew it.  “You’re going to have to take this one minute at a time for right now.”

Chris looked at Jenny.  “God, this must be hell for you.”   He stared straight at her, unblinking.  “It’s me inside.  Do you recognize my eyes?”

“I think so...  Yes.  They’re your eyes, I think.  Tell me something that...only you know.”
“Okay...  Yeah... Good idea.  Bart...  Remember how used to lick your toes every night when we’d go to bed.  And you called him Barty-Shoe Brush because his fur was so...you know... wiry.”  Chris looked at her.

“Yeah.” Jenny’s voice trailed off.

“I love you,” Chris said.  A long moment passed.  “Okay...remember that one time we went on vacation to Jamaica and on the plane I reached in my pocket and found a joint from some party.  And we got scared, so we tore it in half and swallowed the halves so we wouldn’t get caught in customs...  Remember we were stoned trying to figure which bags were ours and everybody thought we were stupid?”

Jenny chuckled at the joke and the timing.  It was Chris’s timing all right, but converted into a high thin voice...the voice of every blonde cheerleader she’d ever hated.  “Okay,” Jenny said.  “My mind believes you.  But I’m trying to get past the fact that you’ve got boobs.”

“I know how we both feel about blondes,” Chris chuckled.  He looked at her. 

“Thank God they cut off the hair,” she said and tried to laugh.  “Oh, Chris...what did they do to you?”
 
He looked at her.  “At least you called me Chris.  That’s a start.  It’s rough for me, too.  Just...try to think of all the dumb blonde jokes you can tell me...about me.  Please?”

Jenny looked down at the young girl looking back at him.  The one she was supposed to share beds with until they both got old and grey.  That part was going to be a problem now.

“I can enroll us in the Lezzies of America club.  We can learn the secret handshake.  We can become vegans...maybe get some cats...”

“Stop,” Jenny said.

“Work with me,” Chris said.  

“I’m trying, Chris.  I’m really trying.”
(four days later)

A stack of newspapers so tall it threatened to tumble, sat against the wall closest the bathroom, and they had only been from the past few days. Time Magazine had a blended Photo Shop image of Christopher Knowles and Catherine Flanagan on the cover with Knowles’s eyes glowing Terminator red.  The tag line was:  Have We Gone Too Far?
Newsweek had a similar though less catchy cover with a photo of the Gertz Router superimposed between the two. Catherine Flanagan’s face was in black and white.  It was the darling story of the week and threatening to grow legs to become the darling story of the month.

That Ben Mannstein had managed to restrict the first interviews to snippets with a handful of seconds each was to his credit, but it was plain to see that the cable news vans weren’t going away any time in the near future.

“If it’d help, I can probably hold them off another day or so,” Mannstein offered.  He looked back and forth between Chris and Jenny.  It was hard keeping it straight in his mind that the two women were husband and wife.

Chris’s eyes were still puffy but there were at least a few perks from having a body that was fully-functional and twenty years younger than it had been.  The hair that had been shaved from his...her... head was growing back now only it felt funny.  It was less than a quarter of an inch and yet it felt soft and silky.  Chris found himself touching the hair, feeling it out of curiosity, and then looking at his fingers, which were now her fingers.  It was obvious that like most pretty twenty-four-year-old women, she hadn’t done a lot of manual labor.  Her fingers were slender and perfect, right down to neatly manicured fingernails.  No scars, no cuts...no hair, and terribly soft.  

With the exception of the IV line on casters that followed him everywhere, Chris had been going to the bathroom by himself.  The first time, the nurse made a point of reminding him that he’d have to pee sitting down now for...well forever.  

“Yeah, I got the concept,” he said in that weird high-pitched voice that made him want to look behind him.  And in the bathroom, sitting there, he looked down at his breasts and felt guilty and a little perverted glancing down at them.  He covered himself up with the hospital gown and yet it was impossible not to feel them under his fingers.  He brushed what were now his nipples and thought, So that’s what it feels like.  The feeling wasn’t all that different from his own nipples only it was enhanced and it felt more sensual.  
He discovered that peeing was a lot quicker for a girl.  It wasn’t peeing so much, as he had always thought of it, like aiming a water pistol.  It was fast, more like dumping a coffee cup in the sink.

After he flushed he turned to look in the mirror and felt the same wave of nausea he’d felt before.  He couldn’t look at his eyes directly except in small glances.  But then he discovered that he could in actuality look at his eyes.  It was everything else that was the problem.  He thought to lick his lips and watched as the girl in the mirror mimed him perfectly.  He leaned closer and stuck his tongue out at the image.  A pretty girl with his eyes stuck her tongue out at him.  “Aw fuck,” he muttered, and heard her voice replicate the words.  
He tried to imagine how Jenny must be taking all this.  If I can’t get past this, how the hell is she gonna?

When he came out of the bathroom, the nurse was waiting for him.  “How’d you make out?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” Chris answered. “I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do.  I kinda...blotted myself.”

“That’s fine,” the nurse replied.  “You might want to talk to your wife about some of the finer nuances, though.”


“Nuances?  There are nuances?”

“Better your wife tells you.”

“Yeah,” Chris agreed, his mind and voice still equally groggy. “Sounds like a plan.”

Mannstein and Gertz had done a superb job of hiding the results of their surgery.  Starting at the top of the cranium, a thin scar ran down behind both ears, came together at the base of the neck and then ran six inches down the back.  Eventually, when the hair grew in, there would be little if anything to give away the monumental operation that had taken place.

The only give-away was a small electrical connection protruding from Chris’s skin and heavily protected with a clear vinyl patch.

Back in bed, the nurse checked vital signs and changed the gauze bandages on Catherine Flanagan’s scalp.  “You know there’s a little boutique down on Lincoln Avenue that sells really excellent wigs,” nurse Walsh said as she fluffed Chris’s pillows, “you know, until your hair grows out.  I know the media are standing in line out there waiting to interview you.  You’re an international celebrity.  You’ll probably be getting offers for book deals, maybe even your own TV show.  You could call it...  Well, I don’t know what you’d call it, but I’m pretty sure everyone would tune in just to see how you’re doing.”

Chris’s brain, having been marinated in morphine derivatives for the past three days, was still a few steps behind.  “A wig,” he repeated.  “You mean like...the long curls and stuff, or like one of those toupees?  I never thought much of those toups.  They always seemed kinda tacky.  Better to just be bald and be done with it.”

Nurse Walsh finished tucking everything in.  She checked the IV and changed out the bag.  “Well, that’s true,” she agreed, “Only...well you’ve got boobs now and a nice new perky body.  Seems kind of a shame to shave your head.  Plus there are those scars.”

Chris looked at her.  “Perky.  That’s a new one.  I have a perky body?”

“Did you look at yourself in the mirror?  Half the women on this planet would kill to have your body.”

Chris closed his eyes and held up his hand.  “Sorry, but you’re givin’ me a headache.”

“Well, you’d better get used to it,” she said with a thin smile.  “I don’t know how much TV you’ve been watching but they’re already discussing the rest of your life, what you should do, who you should be, whether you still have a soul, right down to whether you have to retake the driver’s license test or get a new social security number.”
“Those people need to get a life,” Chris muttered, albeit with the melodic voice of a young woman.  “...they didn’t think I have a soul?”

Nurse Walsh was at the door now, checking to make sure she’d accomplished all her tasks.  “They were questioning, that’s all.”  She looked over at him.  “Do you think you do?  I mean...do you feel any different?”
Chapter Nine
Jenny entered Chris’s room promptly at 7:30 am, followed closely by Ben Mannstein. It had been twenty minutes since the nurse had left and Chris was switching channels on the television, watching himself on nearly every station.  When they came in, he snapped off the monitor and looked up at them with a twinge of jealousy.  For every visit so far, Jenny and Mannstein had come in together and it seemed as if Jenny was using him as a shield.  

“Hey...” he smiled, “you’re a sight for sore eyes.”

“How’d you sleep?” Jenny asked.

“They don’t let you sleep around here.  It’s like some kinda conspiracy.  The minute you drift off, they come in and either take your blood pressure or give you a sleeping pill. How ‘bout a little hug.  I’m beginning to feel like Typhoid Mary.”
Jenny came over, smelling not of disinfectant and chemicals but of the outside world and it smelled great.  She gave him a quick kiss on his forehead and squeezed his hand.  “How ya feelin’ today, pardner?” she asked in a strange cowboy voice she’d never used before.

“Pardner?”
 “It’s supposed to be a joke.  Sorry.  Not a very good one.”  She leaned closer and gave him a long hug, but even at that it seemed calculated and she pushed away a little too fast.  
He noticed that she couldn’t look in his eyes for more than a second or two.  She covered it well, but the timing was off.  “This is gonna take some time,” Chris said.  “If something happened to you and you came back in the body of some...truck driver...”  He stopped and looked up at her, searching her eyes.  “Oh, crap.  Is it like that?”
For the first time since the operation, Jenny allowed her eyes to rest on Chris’s.  “A little.”

“I don’t know how I’d handle it if all of a sudden you...had stubble and a gut and...all that nasty stuff below the waist.  But isn’t it different with women?  I mean women are all soft and curvy and smell good.  It’s gotta be a little better.”

“It’s not,” Jenny said.

Dr. Mannstein had discreetly slipped out of the room when the conversation started going south, but now he was back and he cleared his throat and began pushing entries on a small hand computer.  “We’re going to need to finish up mapping the rest of your nerve endings.  Is there anything particularly stressful that you’re noticing?"

“Everything seems to work...more or less,” Chris said.  “Only the one thing I do notice is in some places when I get itchy, when I go to scratch it, it’s like I’m scratching the wrong spot and I gotta hunt around to find where to scratch.”

“Show me an example,” Mannstein said.  

“If I scratch my upper arm, I feel it on my elbow.  Stuff like that.”

“Where else?”

“The back of my neck gets itchy and I have to scratch my head to relieve it.”

Mannstein nodded, his eyes large and liquid, like a thoughtful owl.  “Yes, you’re going to have to fight the urge to do any scratching back there for a while.  There are control leads and stitches and with this router you have inside you, right now you’re at your most vulnerable.  The way the router is designed, the nerve endings will eventually grow right into the gel pad.  But until then, it’s just held mechanically and you really don’t want to screw around with it.”

Mannstein tapped several more entries into the keypad.  “As far as the itching goes...I’ll be candid.  What you’ve got is the Gertz Router 1.0, which is to say it’s allowed your brain to link-up...quite successfully I might add, with an entirely new body.  Your old one was...well, that’s something of a moot point.  But this router is limited.  You have a total of four hundred major tie points accounted for, but there are thousands upon thousands of nerve endings in your body.  Right now, your mind and your body are kind of winging-it as far as the small nerve-endings are concerned.  The good news is, there’s a whole lot of redundancy and your mind, conscious and subconscious, is working like crazy to sort this stuff out.”

“So in a few weeks or months, maybe when I feel itchy, it’ll be where it’s actually itchy.”

“That’s a definite maybe.  And on that happy note, one or the both of you are going to have to talk to the media.  Up till now, Dr. Gertz and I have been able to answer most of the technical questions, but it’s like sharks smelling blood in the water.  It’s getting a little scrappy out there and I think if we can give them three minutes, five minutes, whatever you two can stand, it may give them something to talk about.  Oh, and by the way, there are about twenty book publishers hanging around like groupies waiting to sign all four of us up with book deals.  With a little luck, Chris, you’ll never have to drive a backhoe again.”

Chris’s eyes, inside Catherine Flanagan’s body, flashed to Jenny and Mannstein.  “But...what if I like driving a backhoe, making ponds, sculpting the landscape?”

Mannstein grinned.  “Then no problem. You’ll be able to do whatever you want.  You just won’t have to, that’s all.”  
The First
Part One of an NBC Three-Part Documentary:
Chronicling the First Transplant of a Human Brain

For logistical reasons, the third floor lounge at Johns Hopkins had been conscripted for what was being touted as the interview of the decade.  No expenses had been spared.  John Williams wrote a theme, vaguely resembling Aaron Copland’s Fanfare for the Common Man and the stations were all pushing a dramatic Pixar image of a man’s brain floating up out of a body, connecting to a stylized Gertz Router and then drifting down into the body of a generic woman.  It was all very tasteful and scientific.
 The interviewers were limited to the major networks, the BBC, the New York Times, the LA Times, the Boston Globe, and the Miami Herald and the Chicago Sun. NPR was there as well as SAT-COM radio.  Chris sat in his wheelchair with the IV and Jenny sat at one end behind a long wooden folding table holding hands.  It was unclear whether it was spontaneous or if they’d been coached.  Mannstein and Gertz sat at the other end.  Diane Sawyer had been chosen to moderate.

At 9:01 exactly, camera one counted-down fingers six feet in front of Sawyer.  Sawyer nodded subtly at the last finger.

“And now, the interview that everyone on the entire planet has been waiting for, the story of Mr. Christopher Knowles, the first person on this planet to have a total brain transplant.  Before we begin, it’s important to note that the donor’s body was that of Catherine Flanagan and it’s most important to understand that Catherine was already completely brain dead at the time.  As I understand it, the next step would have been to pull the plugs and well...  As far as Chris’s situation goes, he had the opposite set of problems.  In an untimely vehicular accident, half of Chris’s body was crushed by the tractor he was towing.  His prognosis was equally grim in that it would have been impossible to keep him alive.  And so...here we sit at the precipice of a new alternative, the combining of the mind of one individual and the body of another. 
“In the second portion of this three-part documentary, we will go into the amazing micro technology that went into the Gertz Router which made all of this possible, but for this first interview, I know you all want to meet Chris Knowles and his wife, Jenny.  ...Chris, before we begin, how are you feeling?”
Chris gazed out at the small ocean of strange faces, and the three cameras moving closer to the table.  He fought the urge to back-up.   “My head feels like I just went three rounds with Sonny Liston.  But other than that, okay.”  Subconsciously, he glanced down at his new body and shook his head slightly, a gesture that was not lost in the lenses of the high-def cameras.  “It’s taking a little getting used to,” he added.
“I can imagine,” Sawyer said and then countered herself.  “Actually, I can’t imagine.  Suddenly you have this entirely new and twenty-four-year younger body...”
Chris leaned toward the microphone.  “Yeah.  And it’s like the eight hundred-pound gorilla in the corner of the room...  In case anyone didn’t notice, they gave me the body of a girl.”
Ben Mannstein nodded at Diane, “I can go into the specific details later.  Suffice it to say, at the time and with the time constraints, Miss Flanagan was the best...actually the only viable donor available.  If we had waited any longer...  It just wasn’t an option.”
“I understand,” Sawyer said.  “Now Chris, getting back to you, if it’s not too soon to ask, what does it feel like going to sleep a terribly injured man...and waking up a young girl?”
Chris looked around the room.  All eyes were riveted on him.  “I don’t know if you’re gonna have to cut and paste this interview.  I’m not sure what I’m supposed to say and not supposed to say.”
“Just do the best you can, Chris.”
“I feel a little guilty, like this girl who gave up her life...she should be the one sitting here answering questions.”
“That wasn’t an option, Chris,” Mannstein said from the side.
“I know,” Chris said without looking over.  “My brain knows.  But something in my gut still feels guilty.  And, not to get too graphic about it, but it’s not a turn-on, it’s embarrassing as hell looking in the mirror.  It’s hard to even look myself in the eye.  It’s like I’m looking at a stranger...this girl who’s mocking every move I make.  I want to yell, Go away...  Leave me alone.”  He stopped for a second.  “It sounds stupid, I know.”
Jenny reached for Chris’s hand and squeezed.
“And you, Jenny,” Sawyer said, “I’m sure this must be a huge challenge to you as well.”
Jenny glanced up, then retreated back to staring at the microphone.  “We’ll get through it.  Chris and I are solid.  ...We’ll get through it.”
Sawyer looked around the room and nodded in Karl Jenkins’ direction.
“Chris, if I may call you that.  Let me apologize ahead of time for the nature of some of the questions you’ll be asked, but this is such a huge and new topic, I have at least fifty questions and I’m sure everyone else here has fifty more on their laptops.  To get some of the basics out of the way, have you given any thought to exactly how you want to live the rest of your life?”
Chris chuckled.  “Well...eventually I’m going to heal up.  And though this body I’m in isn’t exactly as strong as it was, I think I can get back in shape.  See, I’m a landscape architect...sorta.  I like to make people’s dreams come true with their land.  But the good thing is, most of it’s with machines anyway...  I don’t really see a big problem.”
Jenkins nodded and scribbled some brief notes, “Actually Chris, the question was more basic than that.  The world is wondering whether you intend to try to resume your life as a man or accept the fact that biologically you’re now a young and might I say, attractive woman.”
You hitting on me? flashed in Chris’s mind like a small fragile lightning bolt, and Chris found himself grinning at the absurdity of it.  He raised his finger and pointed to his head.  “Up here...where it counts, I’m still the exact same person I was.  The rest is just window-dressing.  It’s something I have to adapt to, that’s all.”  Chris glanced around the room.  It was like back in high school, fifteen people with their hands up trying to get called on.  He nodded in the direction of a young brunette woman, approximately his new age.  She looked as if she might go easy on him.
“Jeannie Blair, Denver Post—Are you aware that the Vatican has been calling your operation a blasphemy?”
Chris’s eyes opened wide.  “What?  Really?”  He tried to laugh it away.  “What would they have me do, give it back?  Then there’d be two dead people.  Did they think of that?”
“They’re taking this seriously,” Blair replied.  “In the eyes of the Vatican, you are a walking blasphemy against God.”  
“Well, first off, I’m not a Catholic so I’m not losin’ a lot of sleep over that.  Secondly...who the hell do they think they are?  A blasphemy?  I’m a blasphemy because I got an operation and lived to tell about it?  C’mon this isn’t the Spanish Inquisition...or is it?”
“Thank you, Jeannie,” Sawyer said.  “Considering that Chris is still under the effects of the heavy drugs he was given and barely recuperating from a major operation, I think that line of questioning is a bit harsh.”  Sawyer scanned the room for the next question.
“They’re saying you don’t have a soul,” Jeannie blurted.
Chris went back to trying to laugh it away.  “And that’s just stupid.  It’s a dumbass thing to say.” He held up his hand.  “So they’re sayin’ my soul was in my elbow?  Or maybe my lungs or my liver.  That’s it.  My soul was in my liver.  I had a liver-soul. Think about what you’re asking.”
“Are you saying that it’s in your brain?” Jeannie said.
Chris stopped.  “Look...  I’m no philosopher.  I’m not even that religious.  So far, I’ve been trying to make the world a little nicer.  It’s not a big thing like discovering some cure for cancer, but it’s all I got.  And it’s what I want to do.  I loved Jenny when I had my arms and legs.  And I loved her just as much when they were crushed.  And that hasn’t changed.  I know that much.  The rest...I don’t think anyone can answer.”
A long moment passed and then Jason Bettes from the BBC raised his finger.  “I have perhaps a question that’s a tad easier...”
“Great.”
“With your new-found image and identity...and being twenty years younger, what’s it feel like?”
Chris’s eyes squinted at the thought and he found himself scratching an itch on his chest.  He looked down and realized part of his breast was showing.  He pulled the gown back up.  “Sorry ‘bout that.  There’s more to keep track of than there used to be.”  He rubbed his temple close to where the sutures were, trying to think.  “I don’t know yet.  I’m still getting over the actual operation and the medication and all.  It sounds stupid, but I feel lighter.  It’s like I was a Mac truck and now I’m a little sports car.  That part is better.”
“How about emotionally?  Do your emotions feel...closer to the surface?”

Chris blinked at the interviewer.  “I don’t know yet.  I honestly don’t know.”

Chapter Ten
(eight days later...release day)
Chris sat sideways on the bed, knees together, as Nurse Walsh had suggested.  In all the years he had spent as a man, it had never once occurred to him that women made a conscious effort to keep their knees together. He had always assumed that it was natural, as if women’s knees just fit that way on their own the way two sardines fit so well together in the can. 

The tall and tippy IV cart that had been following him around for the past seven days was finally gone and the stitches removed from his scalp. The sudden lack of an IV felt like freedom and he flexed his arm where the needle had been taped.  The adhesive left a square sticky pattern that seemed impossible to remove and his entire arm was sore.  A huge purple-and-blue bruise had blossomed in the crook of his forearm.  He looked at the bruise and wondered if it would have been smaller on his own guy’s arm.  The arm he was staring at now was pale.  The fine hairs on top were golden and there were no hairs at all on the underside.  He flexed his new arm and felt the bicep.  It was ridiculously small by comparison to what he was used to.  It was going to take some work getting everything back in shape.

He recognized Jenny’s footsteps coming quickly down the hallway.  Jenny was old-school, preferring heels to sneakers, make-up and lipstick to unisex, and a good plate of ribs to a veggie lasagna.  She dipped her head past the pale green curtain and smiled at him. He could tell by her look that all the barriers were still up.  Judging by her acting ability it was pretty much a certainty that there was no future for her in Hollywood.
“How we doin’?” she asked breathily.
With newly forming instincts, Chris pulled his gown a bit tighter around him.  It was a maneuver he was getting used to lately.  It seemed like everyone who came to visit...everyone...copped a look at his new cleavage and he wondered if this was what women had to put up with all the time.  “We’re doin’ great,” Chris said.  “I’m ready to get the fuck outta here.”
Jenny looked at him.
“What?”
“You’re going to have a whole lot of decisions to make real soon.”
“Yeah, tell me about it.”  He looked at her. “Like what?”
“Your language, for one.  It’s not matching up with what you look like now.  You could sort of get away with it as the hairy sexy landscape guy...”
Chris nodded patiently.  “Okay, that’s cool. No swearing.  What’cha got in the bag?”
“Your...going-home-togs.”  She looked up at him, realizing there were going to be some arguments in the coming days.  “Well, you gotta wear something.”
“Crap.  I hope you didn’t buy a dress or something.  That’s just not gonna fly.”  Chris peered into the BonTon’s shopping bag and pulled out a black jump suit with red stripes going up the arms and legs.  He looked at the tag.  It was from the men’s department...small.  “Okay, good choice,” he said.  He pulled out a pair of black sneakers and held them up.  “They look too small.”
“I checked with the Flanagans.  They’re the right size.”
He looked at her.  “This is...effin weird.”
“I know,” she said, “and we’re not done.  Keep pulling.”
He pulled out two sets of panties, both black.  “I see a trend here.”  He held up the first set.  They were like his usual jockey shorts.  “Okay...good.” And then he pulled out the second pair.  They were black and cotton as well, but shaped differently and there was no fly.  He looked at the tag.  They were from the women’s department...medium.
“Keep an open mind.  They might fit you better.”
“Oh, my mind is open all right.  It’s so freakin’ open you could drive a cement truck through it.”  He pulled out the last garment...also black and made out of stretchy material.
Jenny looked at him, square-on, her shoulders level, ready for the fight.  “Okay, you’re not going to like this but you’re gonna need one of these.”
“It’s a bra,” he said.  “Chicks go around bra-less all the time.”
“Only in your imagination, Chris,” Jenny countered.  “Trust me on this.”
“It’s not that I don’t trust you.  It’s just... Why do I have to wear a freakin' bra?”
“Well, for one thing, do you want to be flashing your nips to every pimply-faced kid who’s bagging your groceries?  Or to Hugh at the post office?  Or Wally at the drugstore?  Besides, this is a sports bra.  It pushes everything down so you won’t jiggle.  I’ll show you how to put it on.”
“That’s a sentence I never in a million years thought I’d hear from you.”
  Jenny ignored him. “There’s some tricks learning how to do it.”  From another bag, Jenny pulled out a black wool ski cap and pulled it gently down over his scars.  “There—  Now you look like a cat burglar...a stylish cat burglar.”

“Is there a part of you that’s enjoying all this?”

Jenny stared in his eyes.  “Chris, at this point I gotta take every shred of enjoyment I can.”

Chris looked at her and nodded. “Hey...  I’m all cleaned up...no IV, no wires.  I got my teeth brushed.  It looks like my head isn’t gonna fall off.  Do you think you can give me a real hug like the old days?”

Jenny put down her purse and stepped cautiously closer to him.  “I don’t want to hurt you,” she said, putting her arms gently around him.

“Are we talkin’ literally or figuratively?”

She pulled him close, wondering how he...she, was going to feel next to her body.  It wasn’t good.  She was hoping for some of the old chemistry, and for the first time...with her heels, she was slightly taller than he was.  She kicked off her shoes and snuggled closer.  “Oh, Chris...” she whispered.  “I want this to work. I really do.”

She felt him steering her head around for a kiss and felt a wave of panic.  And she also knew that he was hyper-aware of every move she’d make.  They kissed awkwardly and looked at each other.

“How was it for you?” he asked.

“A little weird...but we’ve got time.  How was it for you?”

Chris hesitated.  “Different, too.  Not horrible, but a little scary.  My lips are softer, aren’t they?”

“Yup, they are.  They’re definitely softer.”

He smiled. “Is that good?  Is it an improvement?”

Fortunately, Mannstein barged in at just the right time.  He was followed by an orderly pushing a wheel chair.  “I bet you’re eager to get the hell out of here.”

“No offense, but if I never step foot inside a hospital again, I’ll be happy as a clam.”

Mannstein nodded but remained serious.  “Yeah...  For your sake, I wish that it could be that way.  But your cranium is still on the mend.  You’re going to need check-ups once a week to monitor the router.  By the way, Dr. Gertz has some ideas about the itching problem you’re experiencing.  And...last of all, like it or not, you’re the poster boy slash girl for an entirely new type of operation.  The moment you step outside the hospital, you’re going to see that the world has changed for you...at least for a little while.  Jenny’s parked around at the back, which should buy you a couple minutes of lead time, but the media’s pretty savvy and...they’ve got questions.  You’re gonna have to answer them sooner or later.  It’s up to you, but I’d suggest you make it sooner and get it over with.”

At the door, Chris gave his best version of a cowboy handshake, but it wasn’t even close.  Mannstein’s hands seemed to swallow him up.  

The secondary elevator in the west wing came down silently, uneventfully.  The door slid open and an orderly wheeled Chris to the back exit in a handful of seconds.  

“You want me to drive?” Jenny asked outside the automatic doors.

“I have a driver’s license,” Chris corrected.

“I know. I didn’t mean it that way. I just thought...” She sighed and tossed him the keys.

In the driver’s seat, Chris found he had to pull the seat up.  He looked in the rearview to adjust the mirror and saw a Fox News van pulling behind.  He waited a moment to see what was going to happen and two doors opened simultaneously.  “Mr. and Mrs. Knowles!” the passenger called behind them.  “We’d like to ask you just a few more questions.”

Chris ran the window down, and stuck his head out.  “Sorry guys!  We gotta get home!”  He chirped rubber pulling away and made a quick turn just as the light was changing.  “Looks like we lost 'em,” he said, grinning.  

Jenny looked over to the young pretty blonde driving their car.  “Yeah.  Except I think CNN and MSN just might have an idea where we live.”

It felt good tooling up I-95, gliding in and out of traffic at seventy-miles-an-hour, an economic two blips on the turn signal to go right, a matching number to go left, smooth where everyone else darted on the road like crazed rodents.  It was another small way to show Jenny that he was still, in fact, Chris Knowles, not some brassy young cheerleader.  
Right around Philly the traffic turned suddenly heavy and aggressive.  “I bet there was a game,” Chris said.  “When the Fliers win, everybody gets all jazzed up.  Can you feel it in the air?”  A moment later a small buzzy red Mazda darted in front of him, then hit the brakes.  Chris jammed his brakes and hit the horn.  “Hey asshole!” he yelled at the windshield and flipped his middle finger up.  A silhouette of a matching finger flipped up in the back window of the Mazda which then darted off the exit ramp.

In the shotgun, seat Jenny chuckled.  “Well, you may not look like Chris, but you still drive like him.”

“Thanks.  I’ll take that as a compliment.” Chris reached over and patted her knee as he was accustomed to doing, then reached up under her skirt and touched the warmth between her legs...which he was also accustomed to doing.  She pulled away instinctively and Chris’s head darted to her.  “What?”

“Nothing.  It’s just we’re in heavy traffic.  I don’t want to have an accident.”

“Since when?”

Jenny glanced over and returned his hand to the steering wheel.  “Since always.”  They traded glances and drove in silence for the next twenty minutes.  Chris switched stations and Jenny took her usual position staring out the passenger window, while Chris switched back and forth between 88.5 and NPR.  He’d just put the turn-signal on for the Newtown exit when the cell phone began jangling.  Jenny answered it, “Hey honey, we’re just coming up on Newtown.  We should be home in about...  WHAT???”  Jenny’s voice was a shriek.  “What do you mean?  Is the house on fire?” 

Chris’s eyes darted over.  “What’s going on?”

Jenny shook her head, her eyes open over-wide.  I don’t know, she mouthed to him.  “What do you mean ?  I don't understand.  There’s a ring of fire around the house?  Is the house on fire or not?  For godsakes, Mere, it’s not that hard of a question!  Are you safe? Did you call Midway Fire?” In the background she heard the fire sirens getting louder and louder as they approached.  Then they went off.  

Chris pulled off to the side of the exit ramp.  “What the hell’s going on?”  He reached over to grab the cell phone but Jenny shook her head and looked at him.  “Just tell me this.  Are you safe?  Okay—good.  Is the house on fire...just yes or no.  What do you mean there’s fire all around the house?  What’s burning?”  A second later there were men’s voices calling out and then the phone went dead.

“What?  What?”  Chris screamed at point-blank range, only his voice was thin and shrill.  “What the fuck’s going on?”

Jenny looked like a frightened deer.  “I don’t know!  The fire department’s there.  She said there’s a ring of fire all the way around the house...but the house isn’t on fire.”

Chris tried to make sense of it.  “Was she trying to fill the lawnmower?”

Jenny yelled back at him, “No!  She said there’s a ring of fire...around the house.  I don’t understand either!  We gotta get home!”

From Newtown to Lahaska usually took twenty-five minutes.  They made it all the way to Pineville in fifteen, with Chris passing everything in sight.  Just past Pineville, a Buckingham police car pulled him over, but Chris was out in a flash shaking his fists at the police man. “My goddamn house is on fire!” he screamed.  “Put your fuckin’ sirens on!  Run some interference for me!”

The police officer looked at the young blonde woman oddly.  “Miss— would you mind showing me your license and registration?” 

“I just told you... My freakin’ house is burning down.  If you wanna give me a ticket...fine, but either help me out or get the fuck outta my way!”

Jenny slid out the passenger’s door and recognized Tim Hurley, the father of Charlie Hurley, one of her sixth graders.  “Tim!” she yelled.  “It’s me, Jenny.  This is for real!  Can you get us up to Cold Spring Creamery fast?”

Tim blinked at her, but only for a second.  “Sorry.  Yeah, sure.”  He looked over at the blonde girl.  “Chris?  That you?”

Midway’s big red diesel tanker was visible half a mile down Cold Spring Creamery Road.  Chris, squinted, looking for flames but didn’t see any and for a second his mind hiccupped.  If this had been some stupid teenaged joke, there’d be holy hell to pay.  But then Meredith had never been like that.  She was as serious as her mom...sometimes more so.  It had to be some kind of mistake.

Tim Hurley, who had been running interference ahead of him, turned on his flashers and pulled in behind the fire trucks.  Chris pulled in behind Tim and got out fast.  Jenny slipped out on her side.  “Chris...”

He hesitated for a second and looked back.  “What?”

She held his gaze.  “Okay, try and remember.  You don’t look like Chris anymore.  You can’t just...”

“I can’t just what?  It’s our freakin’ house!” Chris's voice sang out two octaves higher than it should have been.

Sgt. Hurley was already over, conferring with the fire chief and as Chris approached him, the two of them gave him a look, something he sensed he was going to have to get used to.  He modified his demeanor a bit and tried to look like more of a heavyweight. 

“Okay, despite what I look like, this is my house.  Where’s Meredith? Is she okay? What’s going on?”

Chief Wilkins stared at him a fraction of a second longer before answering.  “Your daughter is fine, Mr. Knowles, and your house is fine, too.”

“Great.  So what the hell’s going...”  He stopped and looked over at the house.  There was a charred ring roughly five-feet-wide that circled the entire house approximately twenty feet out.  He tried to figure some scenario that could explain it.  “Somebody’s garden tractor caught fire?”

Chief Wilkins pulled a charred rag out of his rubber jacket and held it out for Chris to see. “No, this was no accident, Mr. Knowles.  This was arson and it was well-planned.”

Chris touched the charred rag as if in a daze.  “Arson...” he repeated woodenly.  “I thought that’s when somebody’s tryin’ to burn something down.”

“Mom!” Meredith yelled from the ambulance that was parked over next to the garage. “Dad!” 

“S’cuse me,” Chris said and started sprinting over toward the ambulance.  Chris and Jenny arrived at the same moment.  From afar, it was a strange scene to behold, three women, two young, and one looking like she could be both their mothers.

Chief Wilkins took his time going over to join them.  Even though the house hadn’t been touched, he was familiar with the shock that people can go into after a fire.  He remained a respectful twenty feet away until they’d had a chance to talk, but then he walked over.  “Mr. and Mrs. Knowles, could I have a word with you in private?”

They stood next to the new birch tree that Chris had recently planted.  The inside edge was charred from the fire as were the cedar chips he had piled up around the roots.  Some of the chips were still smoldering.  “Mr. and Mrs. Knowles, I don’t quite know how to tell you this, but... This was no accident and if the people who did this had put the ring a few feet closer you your house...  You not only wouldn’t have a house, your daughter would have been...  She wouldn’t have made it.  The ring was too wide to run through and there was no escape.”  

Out on Cold Spring Creamery, the Fox and CBS vans were just pulling up, though everyone knew it hadn’t been because of the fire.

“Do you have any enemies that you know of?” Wilkins asked.  “Anyone who you think might be capable of this sort of action?”

Chris shook his head...her head.  He felt tears streaming down his face that shouldn’t be there and couldn’t stop them.  He fought the urge to weep...and prove to the world that he was, indeed, a girl and then bit his lip so hard that blood began flowing in his mouth.  It tasted like copper.  “No,” Chris said.  “Least not till now.”

From the corner of his eye he noticed a small blue car pull up in front of the Fox van.  A young woman got out and began trotting toward him.  It was Jeannie Blair, of the Denver Post, the young woman who had ambushed him at hospital with her Vatican questions.  She trotted across the field until she was close enough to see his eyes and then slowed to a stop.  She stepped forward in small steps.

“Is that what this is all about?” Chris screamed at her, his face pink and wet with tears.
Jeannie stopped and looked at him.  She shook her head.
“You fuckers could have killed my daughter!  Do you understand what I’m saying?  She coulda fuckin’ burned to death...”
 Chapter Eleven
Chris awoke the following morning in his own bed amidst the smells and sounds of spring.  Jenny had left the window open all night and the first sounds were those of a robin building a nest in the lilac bush just outside the window.  In the darkness, the smells and sounds seemed stronger and purer than he’d remembered them.

Before either of them was awake, Chris insinuated himself as he always had, in behind Jenny’s ever-tempting backside.  He liked to move in stealthily while she was still asleep, and gently see how turned-on he could get her before she was awake.  He started at the small of her back, just barely caressing the skin and then continued down over her panties.  Jenny groaned slightly which was a good sign and he continued down between her cheeks and then between her legs.  Jenny groaned again, but then her head lifted off the pillow and then went back down as if she were listening for something.  She took his hand and pulled it back up to her shoulders.  It was a subtle gesture, but it said, not now.  I’m not in the mood.

“How’d you sleep?” she asked, shifting away from the unspoken topic.

“I took an Excedrin PM,” Chris said in newer, softer voice.

“So, you’re a little dopey...”

“Yeah,” he agreed, “maybe more than a little.”

“It might be because your body’s smaller now,” Jenny said.

“I hadn’t thought of that.”  He yawned and headed in to the bathroom.  At the sink, he splashed water on his face as he always did, shook the red-and-blue can of Barbasol...and then looked at his...her reflection in the mirror.  He blinked at himself.  “Aw damn...  It’s you again,” he whispered to his new image.

He reluctantly sat down to pee on the toilet, and looked out the bathroom window down at the charred grass.  It had burned the lower branches of the dogwoods as well.  They’d have to be pruned back, but it didn’t look like they’d been killed.  And then a man in jeans and a blue windbreaker appeared right beneath him.  He had a slight bald spot at the top of his head and he was talking on a cell phone.  The man was so close that Chris didn’t flush lest the guy look up and see him.  Chris tip-toed back into the bedroom and sat down on Jenny’s side of the bed.  “There’s a...guy outside,” he whispered.  

Jenny sat up.  “Right.  Remember last night?  They said they were gonna send somebody over.”

“Yeah, but...  He’s here already.  I thought they were gonna come up, knock on the door.  You know, the usual way.”

“We’re vulnerable, Chris.  They’re treating this like a hate crime.”

Outside in the hallway, Meredith had already gotten up and was in her bathroom. 

Chris went to the closet, pulled out a pair of jeans, looked at them and tossed them back on the shelf.  Every piece of clothing he had ever owned was going to have to go.  The new Timberland work boots, new jeans.  His old tried-and-true sports jackets from F&M, his really old West Morris High School sweat shirts, his one truly expensive pair of boots from Zappos that Jenny had gotten him for Christmas that were so fancy there was no place to wear them.  He sure as hell wouldn’t be wearing any of it. “Well, this is just great," he said. "I feel like a stranger in my own house.”

“They’re just stuff, sweetie,” Jenny said getting up out of bed.  “We just have to go out and get different stuff.”

Chris looked up at Jenny.  “You just said, sweetie.  I don’t remember you calling me sweetie before.”

“Sure I have.  Many times.  You’re just suddenly hyper-aware, that’s all.”


Chris blinked, trying to remember.  “No, I’m pretty sure you only call me, Stud.”


“That was back in college.  I haven’t called you stud in years.”  Jenny looked at him hard, suddenly aware that there were new battles that were going to be fought.  Some of them weren’t going to make a lot of sense.  “You want me to call you, stud?”

Chris looked down at his new body, his breasts hanging loosely upon his chest.  “I don’t know.  I guess I’ve got a lotta stuff to figure out.  Stud doesn’t really sound quite right anymore.  But then, sweetie doesn’t sound right either.  It sounds like we’re girlfriends and we’re gonna go out and do lunch and buy some bras together at Vickie’s Secret.”  He looked at her. “...fuck...”

In the kitchen, Meredith had her books stacked up for school and was staring in the fridge, trying to decide what flavor of yogurt to take.  In the living room, Adina Wingate was doing the local weather.  It was going to be a nice spring day, 68 and sunny.  Jenny clicked to another station and suddenly a grainy bouncy video was running.  It was Chris yelling at the woman from the Denver Post.  When he yelled, “You fuckers could have killed my daughter!” They bleeped the expletive, but they’d managed to get a close-up of Chris’s face, pink and insane. It wasn’t hard to lip-read the fuckers part.

Jenny switched it off, but it was too late.  When she turned, Chris and Meredith were staring at her.

“What am I supposed to say at school?” Meredith said.

“Tell them...” Jenny’s voice drifted off.

“Tell 'em...” Chris began.  “No wait.  Ask them what they’d do if somebody tried to burn them to death.  And tell 'em we haven’t done a goddamn thing wrong...cuz we haven’t.”  Chris looked at his daughter.  She was staring at him. “Put it in your own words, of course.”

Meredith collected her books and yogurt and headed for the door.  Just as she was grabbing the doorknob, there was a knock outside.  
Chris came over and glanced out the side window.  “It’s okay.  It’s that FBI guy.”
Meredith gave him another one of her looks.
“It’s okay.  He’s just temporary.  I promise.”  Chris gave Meredith a quick hug and kissed her on top of her head.  She wasn’t that much shorter than he was now and he wondered if it felt as weird for her.  “You go knock-'em dead.  And don’t take any shit.  Kids have a sixth-sense when you’re on the defensive.”
Meredith pushed past the tall FBI agent and for the first time Chris got a full head-on dose of what it felt like being a small slender girl standing before a mountain of a man.  It was intimidating.  He’d never felt intimidated just standing in front of a man before.
“Mr. Knowles, I’m Jeff Tinsman,” the agent said, his voice betraying that his first sixteen years had been spent in Gulfport, Mississippi.  He held out his hand and grasped Chris’s the way Chris himself had often grasped young women’s hands...gently, respectfully so as not to scare them off.  “I’m you’re contact agent with the Federal Bureau of Investigation.  I’m assigned to protect you and your family till we clear this thing up.  I was wondering if you might allow me to come in and have a few words with you and your wife.”
Chris stared up at Tinsman.  “Yeah, I guess.  Sure, c’mon in,” he said, trying to sound like a guy.  For the slightest fraction of a second it seemed like whatever remained of Catherine Flanagan might have been attracted to this big southern gentleman.  But when his mind grappled with the thought, he felt a sudden overwhelming nausea.  He hoped no one noticed any of it. 
At the kitchen table, Agent Tinsman explained what they would be doing and what changes would be made to the house to facilitate protecting them.  
“To start with the basics, I already did a quick walk-around. You really should have deadbolts on all your doors anyway. The stuff you have now...well, any bum could come along... Just a kick or two in the right spot and they’d be there and in your face.  We don’t want that. I’ve already scheduled a locksmith to take care of that.”  Tinsman turned to Jenny.  It was obvious he’d already been heavily briefed on the specifics of the Knowles family.  “And Mrs. Knowles, I notice that on your back sliding glass doors overlooking the forest, you have no drapes.  Personally, I probably wouldn’t either if I had that nice view of the woods, but for the time being, I’m afraid we’re going to have to ask your permission to put something up.  If you can pick out some kind of appropriate material this morning, we’ll have someone install them before lunch.  You really don’t want to leave that part up to the bureau.  They don’t spend a lotta time thinking about what’s tasteful.  We’re also gonna be installing motion-sensor lights and...some other kinds of sensors around your property...just for the time being.  And...I already know this is a big inconvenience, but I’m gonna have to ask you to not go out anywhere without letting me know.  I’m sorry, but I’m afraid that one’s written in stone.”  He waited a respectful minute, staring at the carpet until it all sank in.  Then he looked up and flashed one of his big ole southern smiles.  “So— We okay so far?”
Chris and Jenny looked at each other.  They looked like two little kids in the principal’s office.  Chris said, “Do we have a choice?”
Tinsman continued to smile his used-car salesman smile at them.  “Nope, no choice at all.  Just remember, the only reason we’re here is to protect you.”  He looked around the house, at the wooden beams in the ceiling, the pictures hanging on the wall.  It was all right out of House Beautiful from about twenty years ago. “Could you all tell me how many computers you have in this house?”
 “Uh...one main pc and then we both have tablets.”
“Good.”

Jenny squeezed Chris’s hand.  “Well, actually there’s two if you count Meredith’s laptop.”
“Yup, we’re gonna have to have a little look at that one as well, check the hard drives, maybe install a couple little devices.  For your purposes, it won’t affect your computers at all.  Nothin’ at all, I promise you.  Oh, and I need to know...accurately, how many hand guns, rifles, shotguns you have in the house.”
Chris grinned nervously.  “I’ve got a bunch... an old twelve-gauge my dad gave me for Christmas.  I have a .22 Ruger target pistol, a 357 magnum Colt...for protection, a .222 Remington varmint rifle and a 30-06 Winchester...just cuz I wanted one.”

Tinsman nodded.  “That’s a nice, well-rounded collection, Mr. Knowles.  Unfortunately we’re going to have to remove them from the premises for the time being.”

Chris looked at him questioningly.  “But...why?  If there are bad guys out there, don’t I need to be able to protect myself?”

Tinsman nodded, anticipating the question.  “Actually, you don’t.  Not right now.  Right now you have three trained professional FBI agents who have collectively at least thirty years of training for just this kind of thing. What we don’t want, however, is some misunderstanding to come up and you end up blasting one of us because you hear something go bump in the night.”

“But...”

“I’m afraid that’s another one that’s not negotiable.”

Chris nodded blankly.  “Okay... Then could you tell me what is negotiable?”

Tinsman grinned that good ole boy southern grin at them but said nothing.

Jenny went to the coffee pot and poured herself a cup.  She waggled the pot in Tinsman’s direction.

“Thank you, Ma’am.  Black would be great.”

Chris was staring past Tinsman out the kitchen window.  Another identically dressed man was standing behind the newly planted arborvitae and peering at their neighbors.  “As bad as it was yesterday, do ya think that just maybe this is a little over-kill?  Somebody just pissed-off by my big mouth talking about the Vatican?”

Tinsman took a quick sip of coffee and tasted it. “It’s possible,” he said. “Unfortunately, what you said yesterday was accurate.  If that fire had been any closer to your house...  Your daughter was in grave danger.  We have to take it seriously.  And...”

Chris looked over.  “And?”

“Yes, sir,” Tinsman said, removing a plastic folder from his jacket pocket.  Inside was a white sheet of paper folded in half twice.  “I found this note down at the end of your property near your gazebo.  It was inside the burn ring around your house and slightly charred, which means it was placed there before the fire.”

“Can I see it?”  Chris asked.

“I’m sorry.  Not until it comes back from the lab.  We don’t want it corrupted.”

“What’d it say?”

Jeff Tinsman hesitated, his face contorting slightly as he thought about who he was actually talking to.  “It was a threat, Mr. Knowles.  I’m not gonna B.S you.  In essence, it said that you would be dead soon either by the hand of God or...”

“Or by whom?”

“Well, at this point, we don’t want to jump to any conclusions.”

“What was the name?”

It was signed, 'Lambs of God'."

Chris chuckled nervously.  “Nice name for a sicko group.  So you’re taking this seriously.”

“Oh, yeah,” Tinsman said, “we’re taking it seriously all right.”

Chris looked at Tinsman.  “There’s something else, isn’t there?  There’s something you’re not telling us.”

“Right now, there’s nothing to tell.  And the worst thing you can do in a case is jump to conclusions.  It muddies your thinking about possibilities...and we don’t want to do that.”

Jenny sat down next to Chris and looked at him.  “That name.  It rings a bell.  I’ve heard it before.  I remember it because of the name.  Didn’t they bomb some church or something down south?”

Tinsman nodded thoughtfully.  “You just might be right.  I’ll have to look into that.  But then we have a lot of copy-cat jerks running around, too.  They see something on TV and figure they can do it, too, get their fifteen minutes of fame.  Again, what I want you to do right now is look around you.  Let’s look for the obvious first. Do you have any enemies, somebody who might do something like this?”

“No one,” Jenny said.


Chris looked at her.  “Okay, hon, that’s not entirely accurate.  We have a couple of whacko neighbors across the street who think they own the entire block.  I don’t think they’re too keen on us.”

“Oh, Chris,” Jenny said.  “They must be in their seventies.”

“The guy wants to know who doesn’t like us.”

Tinsman scribbled on a small pad.  “No, that’s good.  Anyone else?”

Chris chuckled.  “Well, there have been a couple of jobs in the past year where I had to pull some teeth to get paid.  Some words were said, but I don’t think it came to the level of anything like this.”

“I’m afraid I’ll need those names, too.”

Jenny stared at Chris. “There was that bully on the school bus about a month ago...  But that was rectified.”

“One boy or several?” Tinsman asked.

“Actually, it was a girl,” Chris said.  “A big... you know, beefy girl who just got a taste for picking on Mere.  But again, that’s pretty much calmed down.”

“We’ll need her name as well.”

“Oh...and our neighbors across the street.  They’re like really religious.  I used a swear word one time and the wife told me I was going to hell.”

Tinsman nodded.  “I understand.  I’m kinda familiar with that kind of thinking.”
Chapter Twelve
The only good news was that since the house had been the site of a possible hate crime, all of the vans and news people had been thrown off the property with the tacit threat that if some enterprising young reporter crept in from the back woods, there would be holy hell to pay.  The media took the threat seriously, though it didn’t stop them from speculating.  The Knowles were, at least for the moment, the topic du jour.  

Jenny took one of her sick days from Buckingham Elementary with the understanding that she might have to take some more.  For the moment they were nothing, if not supportive, though she got queried in the hallway at least five times, “How’s it really going?  Are you okay with everything?”   Jenny quickly came to a two-word response that covered everything.  “We’re fine.”

By mid-morning, the locksmith had added deadbolts to the doors and added a simple but effective apparatus that guaranteed that the only way anyone would get through the sliding glass doors would be with a bulldozer.  

Chris came down the stairs, still in the same black-and-red sweat suit he’d been wearing from the hospital. Tinsman was in the hallway talking on the cell phone watching him come down the stairs.  When Chris got to the bottom, Tinsman slid the cell phone back in his jacket pocket. "Hey, there, Chris."

“Hey—  Uhm, you told me to let you know and I’m trying to play ball.  Jenny and I are gonna slip out for about an hour.  Seems like my Levis don’t fit as good as they used to.”

“That’ fine.  I’ll be happy to drive you wherever you want to go,” Tinsman said.

Chris smiled his best, are-you-shittin’-me smile.  “You’re gonna drive me to Doylestown to get some pants?”

Tinsman nodded.  He’d had this conversation many times before.  “Mr. Knowles, I guess we need to have a little talk cuz I don’t think I made myself clear.  Right now, we have no indication of whether the attack on your family was by an individual, a terrorist group, or some fanatical religious group. I’ve spent most of my adult life training to do what I’m doing right now.  That Chevy Suburban sittin’ in your driveway right now can withstand sustained fire from a 7.62 mm Kalashnikov submachine gun.  Its doors, windows, roof, undercarriage are all designed to survive an ambush, and I can make that Suburban spin around and go the other way in the time it takes you to say, Oh shit.  It's also armed with  four front-facing and two rear-facing state-of-the-art Raytheon Dragon Fire rockets.  Short of an M-1 tank, no vehicle on earth would want to mess with us.  Now, can you say the same?”

Chris swallowed hard.  “...Uhmm...we were thinkin’ of trying K-Mart first.  They sell Wranglers and Levis for about ten bucks less than anyone else.”

“That’s where I get mine,” Tinsman said. “Which department are we going to?”  This was the first time Tinsman had acknowledged Chris’s operation in any way whatsoever.

“I gonna try and stick with the men’s department if I can.  This really sucks, you know, suddenly being inside a girl’s body...and not in the good way.”


“I can’t even begin to imagine,” Tinsman said.

The trip to K-Mart went uneventfully.  Tinsman blended in, looking like every other tall muscular linebacker-type that entered the store and with Jenny and Chris in tow, they appeared like a normal family.  Chris picked up five pairs of jeans, a dozen cotton t-shirts all black, some work boots which were now a woman’s eight as opposed to a men’s twelve.  Jenny picked up some more simple black sports bras in the junior’s department and to flesh it all out, Chris picked out three pullovers and an Eagle’s windbreaker.  Jenny put a baseball cap on his head and tried it backwards and forwards.

“I’ve always hated the backwards look,” Chris said.  
Jenny turned him around in the mirror. “Yeah, I know.” She said.  “But that’s with guys...makes them look like their IQ is about fifty points lower.  But with women, well, everything’s different now. Which way do you prefer?”
“Which one looks more...macho?” Chris asked.
Jenny bit her lip.  “I don’t know. With the blonde hair, you look sexier but a little stupider with it backwards.  With it forward, you look a little smarter, but like you have a broomstick up your butt.”
“Those really aren’t very good choices.”

“No, they aren’t.”

On the way home, Chris became fascinated with second-guessing what Tinsman was watching for on the road.  “What about that truck in the driveway where they’re unloading stuff?” Chris asked.
“Unlikely.  We’re taking a route you wouldn’t normally take.  If they were planning something sophisticated, it’d be along a route you use often.”
“Got it, I understand.  So you’re more concerned about someone on the road ahead of you or right behind you.”
“That’s right. Or an intersection.  You have to keep in mind that it might not be just one vehicle but a combination.  And anything at all out of the ordinary.  If somebody’s pulled over with a flat or something falls off a truck ahead of you.  Fortunately this vehicle is set up tactically.
“What exactly does that mean?”
“It means we can inflict the wrath of God almighty on anyone who tries to mess with us.”
They were just pulling onto Cold Spring Creamery when Tinsman’s cell phone beeped.  He retrieved it from his pocket, grunted and listened.  Then he grunted some more.  He glanced in the rearview at Chris and Jenny.  “Your daughter’s home from school.  By the way, we’ve already assigned her a young female agent.  Her name’s Rebecca Maitland...Becky.  She just about passes for a high school girl and she’s good, really good, smarter than any three other agents and she’s got common sense.  Your daughter will like her.”
“Good.  Is everything okay?”
Tinsman glanced back in the rearview.  “Everything is under control.”  He looked back out over the hood of the Suburban and then glanced back.  “Your daughter got a text message at school.  By the way, we’re gonna have to talk about this school thing.”
“Are they the same people?”
“It’s signed the same,” Tinsman said.
Back in the driveway, Chris slammed the door and began sprinting in toward the front door.  He did it so fast that Kenneth Tucker, Tinsman’s second-in-command, already had his gun out.
“It’s okay, Ken!” Tinsman said, slamming the car door.  “He’s with us.”
Chris stopped, his eyes wide open, staring as the agent slipped the pistol back inside his jacket.  “What the hell!   Am I not allowed to go in my own fuckin' house?”
“Sorry, Mr. Knowles,” Tucker said, “Right now, we’re on high alert.  Please try not to make any unusual moves for the next few days.  It’ll just make it a lot easier for everybody.”
Chris closed the door on what had been a breezeway between the house and the garage of a smallish Cape Cod.  With a little sweat equity Chris had put in a brick floor and then enclosed the whole thing.  Now it was a cheerful room, great for breakfasts and displaying Jenny’s collection of ceramic birds.  In the living room, Meredith was sitting where she’d be watching TV only it wasn’t on.  She was on the sofa, her schoolbooks in her lap, but she wasn’t looking at them.  She was talking to a girl who looked about her age.  They both had freckles sprinkled across their noses and they were both in jeans.  They could have been sisters. The only difference was Becky Maitland was wearing a blue rip-stop Nylon windbreaker to hide the .40 caliber Glock 23 in her shoulder holster.  Chris didn’t actually see it, but the windbreaker was zipped up just a tiny bit too high for sixty-eight degrees.  He entered slowly and quietly. “Hey,” he said in a soft voice, “You okay?”
“Ohhh, Dad,” Meredith said, her voice already going to sobs.
Agent Maitland stood up and stood at a respectful distance.  “Nice to meet you, Mr. Knowles,” she said, her handshake firm and her voice just barely giving away her maturity. 
“Nice to meet you, too...”

“Becky.  My friends call me Becky.”

“Nice to meet you, Becky,” Chris said, vaguely aware that of the three girls in the room, two of them weren’t what they appeared.

Chris sat down next to Meredith and she cuddled into the crook in his arm and began crying.  There was a part of him that felt good.  Almost... So far, since the operation everyone had treated him like he had an infectious disease and he’d wondered if he’d ever hear Dad again.  

Her face went pink and wet and for a long time they just sat there together.  Jenny came in and dipped her head into the living room.  She mouthed, “You okay?” Chris nodded back.

Finally Meredith lifted her head and looked at up at him, but it was tentative.  She was still frightened.

“I need to know what was in the text message,” Chris said finally.  “What’d they say?”

Meredith looked at him and shook her head, her face returning to the color of ashes.

“C’mon buttercup.  This is serious stuff.  I really have to know.  What’d they say?”

Meredith looked in his eyes and saw her father inside even through the young feminine face.  She looked down at her books and then up at him again.  “They said...  They said, that if you didn’t stop the abomination...they’d kill Mom and me.”

Right then, Becky Maitland did her best to be invisible.  She made herself even smaller than her five foot-six inch height and took to peering out the window.  A robin was building a nest outside and had just arrived with a long wisp of grass.  The two of them looked at each other.
 Chapter Thirteen
The phone call came right in the middle of the six o’clock news.  Chris had been thoroughly briefed not to answer on the first three rings, then to keep whoever was calling on the line for as long as possible.  They’d even practiced ways of drawing out a conversation.  Tinsman looked down at the caller ID.  “Mannstein,” he said.

Chris got up from the sofa.  “Yeah, he’s okay.  He’s my doctor.”  Still, Tinsman held the receiver down for three rings just to make the point before handing it to Chris, who was dressed in newly faded Wrangler low-rise stovepipes, a new pair of Bass boots that he’d spent ten minutes scuffing in the driveway, and the Eagle’s sweatshirt.  His hair was beginning to grow in a little.  It reminded him of his OTS (Officer Training School) in Texas, where they’d buzz-cut him in twenty seconds and for an hour afterward everybody in the flight seventeen was walking around, feeling their scalps and joking about how crappy they looked.  Only this time his hair felt like peach fuzz not tiny toothbrush bristles. On the fourth ring, Chris said, “Dr. Mannstein?”

“Hey, Chris, you’re becoming quite the celebrity.  How are you holding up?”

“Physically, I’m doin’ okay...so far.  That problem with the itching one place and having to scratch another is beginning to go away...I think.  Now, instead of it just itching in one spot and having to scratch another, it’s like it’s getting blended.”  


Tinsman processed the words and chuckled to himself at his interpretation.  He slipped out into the kitchen for another cup of coffee.

  
“When it itches on my neck, I’m starting to get a little feeling when I actually scratch my neck.”

“That’s a good sign, Chris.  It means your nerves are sorting it all out and reattaching...forming new pathways on their own.  With a little luck, in a few months, you can just scratch where it itches.”

“Yeah.  You wouldn’t think that would be a big deal.”

 “Everything else okay?  I mean physically.”

“I don’t know. I’m not sure what to compare it to.”  Chris looked around the living room.  Tinsman had slid back in and was now casually listening as if it was all quite appropriate. “Sometimes I get this weird feeling, like I’m a little creature up inside my head and my head is like a control room and when I look around, it’s like I’m looking out two big view screens.  And sometimes everything flickers.”

“Flickers,” Mannstein repeated.  “If you could expound on the concept a little...”

“It’s hard to explain. Sometimes parts of my left leg will flicker with feeling. They’ll tingle.  It isn’t pain or anything, just twitchy, and then it’ll switch over to the same spots only on my right leg, and in the same way.  It just feels weird, like I’m a puppet.”

Mannstein hesitated at the other end.  “That part is a little perplexing.  Why don’t you plan on coming in tomorrow and we’ll put you in the shop and run you up on the lift.”

Chris hesitated. “That’s like a simile or something, right?”

“Sorry ‘bout that.  Yes, that was a simile. All we’re going to be doing is connecting some electrodes to the wires on the back of your neck.  It’ll be painless, I promise.”

Chris hesitated.  “Do you think it’s something I need to be concerned about?”

“Truth is...we’re in really new territory here.  I have no idea, but we’re going to take everything seriously.  Speaking of which, I’ve been keeping up with you on MSN.  You holding up okay on everything else?”

“Do you have kids?” Chris asked.

“No, as a matter of fact I don’t...but I take your point.  In fact, the secondary reason I’m calling you.  I’ve also received a threatening phone call this afternoon, right at the hospital.  And I wanted to know...”

Chris’s eyes shot to Tinsman, who had been watching his every move, every gesture. The half a second of staring said it all.  “You got a call, too?”

Tinsman reached over and took the phone from Chris.  “Excuse me for interrupting, Dr. Mannstein.  This is Jeff Tinsman with the FBI.  Am I to understand that you also received a call?”

“Yes.”

“From the Lambs of God?"

“Yes, that is correct.”

“Would you hold on one second Dr. Mannstein?”  Tinsman beeped Kenneth Tucker who was monitoring the front of the house.  A moment later Tucker was in the front door.  “Ken, we have another incident.  Go to Dr. Benjamin Mannstein’s house and secure it.  I’ll put Dr. Mannstein on for the address.  You’ll have back-up there within fifteen minutes.”  Tinsman pressed another button.  “Dr. Mannstein, I have someone coming over to your house right now.  His name is KenTucker and he works for me...for the FBI.  He will slip his ID under the door for you and stand in plain sight.  Examine the ID before you let him in and...I don’t want you to let anyone in other than your immediate family. Do you understand, sir?”

“Is this absolutely...”

“Yes, it is, Dr. Mannstein.  I’m sorry.” Off the phone, Tinsman sat down on the chair next to the fireplace and stared at Chris.  “It looks like this is beginning to form-up into a pattern,” Tinsman said.  “So far, they’ve intimidated your daughter twice, and your doctor just now.  It’s just a guess, but I think the next action will...”

“You think there’s gonna be another action?

“I think you can count on it.  And I don’t think it’ll be to you directly.  My guess is it’ll be to your wife.”

“Why Jenny?  Why not me?”

“Because if they wanted you, they’d have you already.  I don’t think they intend to kill you, Chris.”
“They’re just looking to scare me?”
“It’s just a hunch right now, but my guess is their goal is for you to kill yourself.”
Chris sat back as if he had just been punched in the stomach.  “I was sorta not planning on that.”
“That’s good,” Tinsman said, looking unusually cheerful.  “Good to keep your priorities straight.” 
“But if they keep this up, would they actually go after my family?”
“It’s in our hands now.  The best thing you can do now is cooperate with us.”

Since his return, Chris had tried to return to the old rituals that had grown over the years.  But everything was off now.  Over the years, their allotment for pillows had tripled, going from a total of two, to a total of six...three each.  It hadn’t been by any design or plan.  It just seemed like one needed another pillow with each decade that went by.  But with Chris’s suddenly younger and smaller torso, the pillow count had been affected.  He was back to one, and didn’t know exactly why.  He’d noticed it the first night when he suddenly felt like he was drowning in a heavy sea of goose down.  He put two up in the closet at the time and didn’t think a lot about it.  And the way he brushed his teeth was changing, too.  Worried about periodontal disease, he had settled-in to a solid two minutes of electric tooth brushing.  Now, it just didn’t seem necessary.  And then there was the shaving which had gone by the wayside altogether.  He didn’t want to open up another can of worms and ask Jenny about leg and armpit hair.  He knew what she’d think and pretty much what she’d say.  She’d say, “It’s up to you,” which was true, but it begged the question on what was a gigantic and still unanswered question:  What are you, Chris?  Are you a boy or a girl?
For the moment, it seemed like a plan just letting the hair grow on the legs and armpits, though, even to him, it made the pretty person looking back at him in the mirror look weird...not more manly, just peculiar.
Chris turned on the white sound device on his nightstand.  At least his taste in sound, in this case, summer rain, hadn’t changed.  He flipped his tablet on and waited for it to boot.  Their house was slowly morphing into a prison.  And then, right on cue, one of the new sensor lights winked on in the row of dogwoods down below.  Then another.  “This is great,” Chris said sarcastically, “we can follow where the agents are going just by watching the lights go on.  I feel like we’re in one of those Great Escape movies.  All we have to do is burrow down, dig a tunnel, and then shoot out the spotlights.”
Jenny tossed her magazine on the shelf and flicked off her light.  “It’s for our own good,” she said.  
“I know.  But doesn’t it feel like a prison to you?  It does to me.”
Jenny rolled over and leaned on one elbow looking at him. “We’ll get used to it.”
Chris could feel her eyes on him and didn’t look over.  “Yeah.  The trouble is, I don’t want to get used to it.”
“You okay?  Is it the agents walking around?  Or is it having to get used to your new body?”
Chris flipped off his tablet and tossed it back on the night table.  “I don’t know.  It’s just too much to take all at one time. You don’t know who I am.  I don’t’ know who the hell I am either, but the whole rest of the freakin’ world has it all figured out.  This just really sucks.”
“I know who you are.”
Chris looked over at her.  “Do you?”
“You want to come over and cuddle?”
Chris considered the question.  “Cuddle like in...cuddling or cuddling like in makin’ out?”
“I don’t know.  Why don’t we try just cuddling first? We gotta crawl before we can walk.”
Chris slid over next to her and tentatively put his hand between her breasts.  Jenny took his hand and brought it in close to her...but held it tight.  It was a move he’d become familiar with when she didn’t want to make love.
“We can’t really do a whole helluva lot if you keep holding my hands,” Chris said.
“I know.  But in this one particular case, this is harder for me than it is for you.”
Chris tried to make light of it.  “Yeah,” he whispered and smiled, “but I’m soft now.  And I’ve got boobs.  And they’ve never even been tried-out.  At least I don’t think they have.  I don’t even know if I’m a virgin. You could be the first.”
“They aren’t skis, Chris.  You don’t try them out.”
“Well, I don’t know what you call it.  We’re man and wife and here we are cuddling like a couple of old farts.”
“Okay.  What would you like me to do?”
“Well, that’s really not the right attitude.  Making love is supposed to be mutual.”
“Chris—Imagine right now that the tables are turned around.  You’re a big hairy guy...and so am I. How much would you want to get it on?”
“I really wish you’d stop using that imagery. It’s weirding me out.”
“Good.  Welcome to my world.”
Chris retreated back to his side of the bed. A minute later he went into the bathroom.
 “Oh, this is great.  This just takes the freakin’ cake!” came through the bathroom door.
“You okay in there?  What’s the matter?”
“I don’t know  I’m either dying...or I’m getting my period.”
Chris was usually the first one up between five-thirty and six.  He’d bring two cups of coffee up to the bedroom and they’d read the New York Times electronically for about half an hour.  But not this morning.
By seven-fifteen Meredith was off to school.  It had been judged too dangerous to take the bus and so agent Rebecca Maitland drove her in what was becoming a growing number of dark blue Chevy Suburbans in the Knowles’s driveway.  Both Becky and Meredith waved as they turned onto Cold Spring Creamery and accelerated away.  It was odd all right.
Jenny came upstairs at seven-twenty with a cup of coffee.  She tapped at the door first and then tiptoed in.  She sat down on Chris’s side of the bed and looked down at the pretty and strange new face of her husband.  His scalp was all peach fuzz now and because it was so short, he had a bad case of bed head.  The scars were only visible if you looked around toward the back, but they were still a brilliant and angry pink.  Chris had curled up in a fetal position and looked even younger than before...the innocence of youth asleep. In the light, he looked more like a twelve year old and the thumb was positioned such that she wondered whether he might have sucked his thumb that night.
The tears welled-up in her eyes and she was glad he was still asleep and wouldn’t see.  Oh Chris... What the hell are we going to do?
“Hey, sleepy head,” she whispered.  She leaned down and kissed the soft pale cheek and for the first time was not entirely nauseated by the action. “Didya take an Excedrin PM or something?”
Chris turned slightly in bed and she could see in the light that there were dried tears on his cheek.  Jenny put the coffee on the nightstand and slid into bed next to him.  She took a deep breath and pulled him in closer to her.  “I’m sorry,” she whispered.
“Huh?”  Chris blinked awake.
“I’m sorry,” she repeated.  “This is just...really hard for me.  Could you hold me just a little?”
Chris pulled her in close and they lay there cuddled like two children.
In the kitchen, Jeff Tinsman sipped coffee and listened with one ear to the news.  On the screen next to the fridge, three reporters clustered outside Doylestown Memorial.  Word had already leaked about Mannstein’s threat and they already knew that Chris was coming in for a check-up.
“The FBI hasn’t been exactly forth-coming with the media,” complained the reporter in the middle.  “And for the moment, all of the channels have been cooperating.  But it seems rather obvious that a story like this can’t be shielded from the public forever.”
“Oh, you’d be surprised,” Tinsman said quietly over his coffee.
“Mornin’,” Chris said at the bottom of the stairs.  He looked past Tinsman to the TV screen.  “That looks like Doylestown Memorial.”
“It is,” Tinsman said.  He turned in his chair and stared at Chris.  “And I don’t like the set-up.” 
“If the media knows where I’m gonna be, then anyone else...”
“That’s right.  It’s gonna piss 'em off, but if you’re planning on answering any questions, I’d strongly suggest that we do it inside the hospital and do it one-by-one, metal detectors, pat-down, the whole nine yards.”
“Do I actually have any say in any of this?”
Tinsman smiled. “Yeah, you actually do.  If you want you can choose not to talk to them.  But from my experience, it’s like tryin’ to keep a tractor tube underwater.  You can do it for a little while.  But the second you relax, something’s gonna pop out on ya.”

At the front door, Ken Tucker let himself in quietly.  He looked at Tinsman.

“What’cha got?” Tinsman said.

“Bullet hole.”

“New?”  
Tucker nodded.  “Back window of the garage. And there’s another one in the door frame.  Small caliber. I’m guessing .22.”

“Okay, get Larry out here.  See if we can find the shell casings, angle of attack...”  Tinsman turned to Chris and smiled.  “That’s actually good news.”

“Gives you more to go by?”

Tinsman nodded and took a last sip of coffee.  “There’s that.  But better than that, it’s stupid and it’s sloppy.”  He winked at Chris, “And I’ll choose an opponent who’s stupid and sloppy every damn day of the week.” And it doesn’t sound like the Lambs...

Chris grinned back.  “Good.”  He went to the refrigerator and peered in the icebox.  “We got a frozen sticky bun,” he said, already pulling it out.  Christopher turned, put it on the counter and looked at Tinsman oddly.

“You okay?”

“Yeah, I’m...  I'm... Actually I don’t feel all that great,” he said.  Christopher Knowles collapsed in slow motion onto the kitchen floor.  His eyes were open, but he was unconscious.

Tinsman yanked the small silver microphone up from his collar.  "Ken!  Chris is down.  Repeat: Chris is down!  Pull up the truck.  Alert Doylestown hospital...the police.  We need all the intersections blocked to the hospital.  I'm carrying her out right now.  Watch yourself, Ken..."
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