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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..."

Chapter Fourteen
“Hey, Chris,” Dr. Mannstein smiled down over him, “How ya doing?”

Chris looked up at Mannstein from his drug-induced sleep.  Mannstein’s head filled his whole field of vision and for a moment, he thought he was talking to God. But then he looked around at the familiar pale green walls, smelled the antiseptic air and his heart sank.  “You tell me.”  

“Well, Chris, there’s some good news and there’s...”

“Oh, screw that shit.  Just tell me.”

Mannstein nodded.  “Fair enough.  We came real close to losing you.  You’ve been here two days and we’ve kept you completely sedated while we set about correcting a small infection that was in a very bad place.  In layman’s terms, you got an infection right at the site where one of the electrodes enters the router.  You got some dead white blood cells and blood serum... pus.  And that pus crawled right along the wires and into the router.  It started making a mess.  The good news is, we got it in time. And we have learned a little bit more about the interaction between biological organisms and high-tech circuitry.  As it turns out, they don’t really like each other very much.”

Chris was still groggy, but the concept wasn’t entirely lost on him.  “Let me guess, you sent somebody over to Lowes and got some silicone caulk.”

Mannstein nodded and tipped his head to one side.  “Actually, you’re not that far off.  It’s a hardener...and in a manner of speaking, a kind of caulk, I guess.  It’s cured by ultraviolet light and after that, it’s pretty much bullet-proof.  But that was far and away the easiest part.  The hard part, my friend, was cleaning all the crap out of the router without killing you.”

“Looks like you succeeded.”

Mannstein’s eyebrows raised slowly on his forehead. “Looks like it.”  Despite himself, Mannstein found himself beginning to like Chris.  If he hadn’t had his father-the-doctor, to keep pushing him in high school and college...and that scholarship to Johns Hopkins, he might have been working side by side with a Chris, throwing back beers and nachos on a Friday night and smelling the roses.  He’d spent more time than expected trying to imagine what life was like for Chris now.

Chris reached up and touched the soft hairs growing in on his scalp.  “You didn’t shave me.”

Mannstein nodded.  “Nope.  Didn’t have to.  In fact, from one perspective, the operation was non-invasive.  I made an extremely shallow incision right at the base of your neck, but that was the easy part.  Cleaning the inside of the router without damaging your nerve endings...now that was challenging.  Okay, now let’s do a little Simon says.  Can you wiggle your fingers?  Clench your fists? Wiggle your toes?  You know the drill.”

Chris took it more seriously this time than he had the first.  He methodically wiggled or moved everything he could think of on his body.  He scratched his head and felt between his toes.  He even touched his right nipple.  It seemed like there was a direct link to his...  He pushed back the thought that he now had a vagina instead of a penis, but whatever was going on, they were definitely connected now.  “So, you’re saying this probably won’t happen again?”

Mannstein listened carefully to the words.  “I’m glad you said probably.  No, it probably won’t happen again.  But you are in an elite group, my friend, which at the moment is numbering one.  Like it or not, you’re the first, our first guinea pig.”  Mannstein took his pulse the old-fashioned way and shined a penlight in his eyes and made him track it.  “Lookin’ good.”  He flicked off the penlight and looked at him, his expression subtly different.  “If you don’t mind me asking, how are you makin’ out living inside the body of a young woman?”

Chris stared at Mannstein for a long moment.  “It’s friggin’ weird.”

“I can imagine.”

“No, you can’t,” Chris said.  “You really can’t.”

“No, I suppose you’re right.”

“Did you know I just got my period?”

Mannstein smiled and wondered how difficult it must be for a guy to be uttering that sentence. “As a matter of fact, I did know that.  One of the nurses...”  Mannstein stopped.  “What’s it like?”

Chris’s eyes flared. “All those jokes?  All those stupid commercials on TV with the red dots and weird spongy things?  They’re all true.  Pissy moods, my boobs feel...” he searched for a word, “tender.  I've got tender tits right now.  It’s hard to explain.  And everything feels bloated and uncomfortable.  And lately, about half the time, I’m thinking I’m gonna burst into tears.  That’s the part that really sucks.  I’m not looking forward to having a week of my life every month all fucked up for the rest of my life.”

“Keep notes, Chris,” Mannstein said.  “If you don’t get a book deal out of this, I’ll start selling pencils out on the street corner.”

Chris nodded.  “Yeah, like I really know how to write a book.”  Chris changed position on the bed and made a face.  “S’cuse me a sec.  I have to pee.”  He navigated to the bathroom with his old friend the IV cart trailing behind.  And then thirty seconds later he called out, “I’m getting blood when I pee.  Is that normal or is that the period?”

“It’s normal, Chris.  We didn’t work on anything but your brain and last time I checked, they aren’t connected...least not directly.  It’s not pink is it?”

“Nah, it’s red.  There’s some pee and some blood.  The pee’s kinda yellow though, like I was taking vitamins.”

“Then everything’s fine, Chris.  We may need to increase your fluid intake a little. Right now, everything is a first.  This is the first period of a...”  Mannstein stopped.  “Ya know, we didn’t even come up with a name for this procedure yet.  You’re not really a trans-gender in the purest sense of the word, you’re more like a trans-body or a trans-brain, depending on your perspective.”

Chris flushed and a moment later, bumped his way awkwardly out of the lavatory.  “How ‘bout brainiectomy?”

“No, that would connote that we just removed your brain and fed it to the cat.  I suppose brain transplant is the most accurate.  You’re a brain transplant-or as opposed to a transplant-ee.”

“Yeah, but brainiectomy sounds better.  It sounds like one of those old Boris Karlov movies.”

“Well, it’s your brain, Chris, and you can call it macaroni if you want.  By the way, I have some other really good news for both of us, though I don’t want to steal anybody’s thunder.” Mannstein went outside in the hallway and was followed back by Jenny, Meredith, and none other than agent Tinsman.  After several minutes of tears and much gentle hugging, Chris said, “So what’s the good news?”

Tinsman came over next to Chris’s bed and shook his hand.  For the first time, he didn’t have that dour professional expression that had seemed to be permanent and indigenous to his face. He was actually smiling now. “Mr. Knowles, do you remember our conversation a while back when we found those bullet holes in the back of your garage?”

“Yeah, vaguely.  With the operation and all it feels like a month ago.  You said something about wanting your opponent to be stupid.”

“That’s right. And sloppy,” Tinsman said.  “And it looks like we just may have lucked out on this one.  The person who shot out your window was stupid and sloppy.  We were able to trace the angle of the shot.  Even got the shell casings.  They were from a Winchester bolt action .22 single-shot rifle. We even got tire tracks from the back fields.  The son of a sailor didn’t even bother to wash the mud off his Jeep.  The guy who shot-up your house was Catherine Flanagan’s brother-in-law.”

“Brother-in-law,” Chris repeated. “Really?  He admitted it?”

“Oh, hell no.  He’s not admitting anything, but we’ve got him six-ways-to-Sunday.  He’s the one who did the shooting all right.  But what he did say was that you were an abomination and that you had stolen Catherine’s soul.  Like I said, he wasn’t the brightest star in the universe.  We’re going to continue surveillance at least for awhile, just not so intense.  And...  I’m both happy and sad to say, it doesn’t look like you’ll be seeing an entire fleet of our blue Suburbans in your driveway anymore.”

Chris nodded, trying to imagine what life would be like now.  “Do those sensor lights stay, or do you take them with you?”

“Oh, you get to keep them, Mr. Knowles...a little memento of our short and sweet time together.”
Outside in the hallway, Tinsman walked halfway down the hall.  He pulled his cell phone out of his jacket pocket and glanced around before hitting speed-dial.  “Yeah, this is Tinsman,” he said in a less booming voice than usual.  He looked around again.  “Sometimes a cigar’s just a smoke.  Everything...and I mean everything points to it’s being the brother-in-law.  My guess is he saw the footage of the church and...glommed on to it somehow.”

In the central office in New York, Jonas Bishop sat back in his chair and stared out the window, the memory of the bombing of the Baptist church in South Carolina still fresh in his mind.  After a long silence, he said one word, “good.”


Tinsman waited an equally long second.  “...you’re thinkin’ we’re not done with this.”


“No, I’m not.  I’m just thinking, I don’t want the bureau to get sucker-punched on this.  You take the extra time, fade into the woodwork. There’s no point in scaring the hell out of whatever her name is.”

“Right.  ...Just for the record...he’s still a he...I think.  It’s kinda complicated.”

“I really don’t care about that.  Whatever he is, you keep him alive.  Lambs of God gave us a black eye once.  I don’t want a second one.”

“You got it, boss.”
The Interview

With Chris’s blessing, Tinsman, Mannstein, and the chief of staff of Doylestown Memorial scheduled a short interview, partly in the hope that it would relieve what had been a growing pressure and hostility between the media and everyone else concerned.  It was set up in one of the side lounge areas in the downstairs lobby and restricted to ten people.  Diane Sawyer, who had moderated the first interview, was asked to return and graciously accepted.  

Both Dr. Mannstein and Agent Tinsman gave a brief speech chronicling what had unfolded in the last week.  Both made an off-the-record plea to go easy on him.  “Mr. Knowles has gone through more hassles in a few weeks than most of us will go through in a lifetime.  Have a little empathy,” were his last words before turning over the mic to Chris and Jenny.
Chris looked out at what were becoming familiar faces.  Jeannie Blair of the Denver Post was front-and-center.  He remembered ripping her a new one in front of the house.  He looked at her and she looked back, unblinking.  It looked like it was going to be another ambush.
“And now, without further ado, let me kick-off with the first probing question.  Mister Knowles... Chris.  You must feel like you’ve been to hell and back this week. How are you holding up?”  It was a kind question, and with the emphasis on the mister, it was designed to set the premise for the interview.
Whether it was the sleeping pills or something else, Chris took his time before answering.  “Well, in the past...X amount of weeks, at this point I don’t even know how many, I’ve gone from a guy sculpting landscapes, to a guy written-off for dead...to a girl...and then I go home and my house is on fire, my family is threatened, I’m the first guy on the planet to know what it’s like to have a period...and then...I got pus in my whatchamacallit.  Now, they’ve supposedly found the s.o.b. who threatened my family and I’ve taken my Pamprin so...all in all, I guess I’m doin’ okay.”
The droll dark humor went over better than expected.  Several of the interviewers and the lab technicians watching in the hallway laughed out loud.
“Mister, Knowles,” Jeannie Blair said, using Sawyer’s exact intonation, “first off, I would like to apologize for the...ambulance-chasing and the misconception that you got when...”
“You’re apologizing?” Chris interrupted.  “No one apologizes on TV.”
Jeannie Blair winced but nodded.  “Yes.  But when you yelled what you yelled the other day... Well, I have a daughter, too.”
“Thanks.”  He looked at her closely.  “Thanks a lot.  What’s your question?”
“The concept of soul has been coming up repeatedly during the last week.  It’s been the subject of Meet the Press.  It’s been discussed, perhaps ad nauseam on talk-radio and on virtually all of the news channels.  I was wondering, with your new perspective if you could shed any light on subject.”
Chris squinted at her in thought, trying to think of the right words to say. “Actually, I don’t think I have any insight...at all,” he began.  “But for me, it’s like this.  If you had your foot cut off, and someone asked you if you still felt like a person, I think you’d say, sure.  I just feel like a person who got his foot cut off.  It’s more like that.  I don’t feel like my soul got destroyed.  I’m not suddenly some weird monster in a girl’s body.  I’m still just Chris inside.  Does that make any sense?”
Blair nodded.  “Yes, it does.  But you can understand the curiosity? With this operation, essentially what you’re saying is that the human soul resides somewhere in the human brain.”
Chris scratched at his head.  The hair felt longer today than last time he’d scratched it.  It almost didn’t feel like a buzz-cut now.  “Actually, I’m not saying anything.” He looked at her.  “Look, I’m no philosopher...at all, but aren’t there things that can’t be pinned down?  Like...where is love, or for that matter, what is love?  Is it in the right half of the brain...or the left?  Is it just in some little ganglion the size of a peanut?  Is that all it is?  Or is it more than that?  I don’t have any of those kind of answers.  And I’m pretty sure I don’t even want them answered.  Would you want to know that love or what we think of as the soul is some little piece of grey matter the size of a cocktail wiener?  Would you?”
Blair shook her head slowly.  “I’m really not qualified to answer that question.”

“That’s right,” Chris said, “and neither am I.”
In the hallway after the interview, Ben Mannstein relieved the orderly wheeling Chris back to his room.  He navigated the chair into the elevator and pressed “three”. 
“How’d I do?” Chris asked, looking up at the man who had saved his life not once but twice now.
Mannstein smiled. “Speaking of wieners...  Little-known fact:  Long before I was a great and wondrous doctor, I was a little weenie in philo class trying to figure out such things as who and what God was...the usual garden-variety subjects.  But in a British Empiricism seminar, taught by Professor Lewis, who was vetty much the English gentleman and very into his vintage silver E-type Jag, he posed a question to the class.”  Mannstein cleared his throat, obviously getting ready to do an impersonation of Lewis.  “If over the years, my Jaguar develops transmission trouble and I decide to hop it up with a spanking-new Corvette engine...is it still a Jaguar?”  Mannstein side-barred that the consensus of the class thought it was.  “Very well then, if a few years down the line, my transmission decides to poop out, is it still a Jaguar then?” and on and on, ole Lewis went on until he had replaced the exhaust system, bucket seats, body...”
Chris looked up.  “What did you all finally come up with?”
Mannstein grinned.  “That’s the beauty of philosophy.  I bet you fifty bucks they’re still trying to figure it out.”
                                              Chapter Fifteen
The second homecoming was less harrowing than the first.  It was the first hot day of spring.  Heat mirages shimmered off the asphalt and groundhogs chewed upon the new tender grass at the side of the road.
  The last time they’d driven this way down Cold Spring Creamery there’d been fire trucks...and a ring of flames.  Pulling in the driveway, he spied the Kubota parked over next to the garage and wondered why he hadn’t noticed it before.  “Was that there before?” he asked casually.
From the back seat Meredith touched her mother’s arm, a movement that didn’t go unnoticed.
“What?” Chris said, his face darting to Jenny’s as he yanked up the emergency brake.
“Nothing,” Jenny said.  “It was parked over at Histands while you were in the hospital.  They were just checking it out.”
“Was it messed-up bad?” 
“No, it’s fine.  It’s just...  We thought you might be upset seeing it.”
“Why?”
“Because it almost killed you, Dad,” Meredith said from the back seat.
Chris nodded, finally understanding what they were talking about.  “Yeah, but...  If you followed that reasoning, I’d be afraid of garbage trucks, too.  That’s what caused it.”
“We haven’t ruled that out either,” Jenny said.  “You haven’t talked much about the accident.  In fact, you haven’t talked at all about it.”
Chris went quiet for a moment.  “Yeah.  But that’s just because I don’t remember a lot...and maybe that’s a good thing.  I remember the garbage truck, though right now it seems like a lifetime ago.  I remember jack-knifing.  Actually I could feel the tractor shifting behind me and I remember the air bag going off.  That’s about it.”
“Maybe that’s for the best,” Jenny said.
Chris went quiet again.  “Yeah.  So...it was Luke that actually did the damage.”
“The tractor...Luke almost killed you, Dad.  I mean...it killed your body.  We just thought...”
“It didn’t kill me, Mere.” Chris climbed out of the car and slammed the door.  “So...was it messed up bad?”
Jenny looked at Chris over the roof.  “The Kubota was fine.  There was just a lot of blood on it...in it.  Your buddy, Mike, over at Histand’s power-washed it.  Other than that it was fine.  Oh, he changed the oil, too.  He said you were due.”  
“Well, then...  Good.”  He started walking over to the tractor but Jenny called behind him.
“Chris—  It’s just that you’ve always talked about the tractor like it was your big brother, your co-worker.  I mean, for godsakes, you named it.  That’s not just a tractor, it’s Luke.  We’re just worried.”
“I understand,” Chris said.  “But it wasn’t Luke that killed...  It was just a really big hunk of metal that couldn’t stop in time.  It wasn’t the tractor’s fault.  It wasn’t anybody’s fault.  I’ll be fine.”  Chris climbed up into the cab he and Mike had fabricated at the shop.  He turned the key and the big Kubota chuffed to life in a small puff of blue smoke.  When they’d bought the tractor, it was a big investment for them and he promised Jenny two things: first, that it would double their income from the landscaping business...which it hadn’t.  It more than quadrupled the business and Jenny always noticed that when he came in from Kubota-ing as she called it, he was always happy, as if he were part of the landed gentry returning to the manor from a fox hunt. The second thing he promised was that he would take it slow and do everything exactly by the book, for the sake of their investment and Chris’s not getting hurt.  Even now, he still waited the obligatory five seconds for the orange light to go out before turning the engine over.
From the kitchen window, Jenny watched the young blonde woman driving Chris’s Kubota down to the lower field where she scooped up boulders and dumped them in a pile the way pitchers warm up in the bull pen.  When they’d first bought the tractor, Chris had gone super-slow, afraid of making a mistake, afraid of scratching the paint and it took him a long time to get the boulders scooped-in with one shot.  In the early days, sometimes he’d cheat.  He jump down and go around to the front and hammer on one of the rocks with a pry bar till it slipped in.  But he’d gotten proficient and earned his bragging rights with the guys down at Histands.  Now, however, the girl in the cab seemed to be having trouble doing what he’d been good at only a month ago.
Although Meredith moved almost noiselessly about the house, Jenny heard her enter the kitchen behind her.  By the silence she knew Meredith was watching her.
“How’s he doing?” Meredith asked.
“He’s...having a little trouble,” Jenny said.
“Because...”
“I don’t know.  I can’t tell.  He’s just struggling, that’s all.”  Jenny turned around and recognized the same look in her daughter’s eyes that were in her own.  “He’s going to be fine.”  She filled the coffee pot with water and fresh grounds and pushed the on button.  “I’m just glad the dog-and-pony show is over,” she said, sitting down.  “I don’t know about you, but having strange men crawling all over the property, even if they are the good guys...  It was just grinding me down.”
Meredith pushed her school books over to the middle of the kitchen table.  “I keep trying to imagine what it’s like being Dad now.  It’s gotta be hard.”
Jenny looked at her.  “It just might be impossible.  You’d have had to have been a guy for the last forty years.  That’s a hard thing for a teenage girl to conjure up.”
“Or a woman.”
Jenny nodded.  “Yeah, or a woman.  I used to think that we’re all just people.  Men...women, deep inside we’re basically alike.  But I’m not sure I believe that anymore.  I think maybe we really are two different species that coexist.  We think we’re the same, but we’re not.”


Meredith blinked at her mother.  “Maybe that’s a good thing?” 
 Jenny blinked back in the same way and shook her head.  “I don’t know.  But suddenly your dad has his feet in two different worlds.  It’s gotta be rough.”
“Are we supposed to be showing him the ropes?”
Jenny made an odd face.  “I don’t know.  What ropes?  I’m not even sure if I know the ropes.  I mean, it’s not like he’s going to go out and suddenly get promiscuous or start binge drinking or sneaking in pairs of Jimmy Choo sling-backs.”
Meredith pushed past her to the refrigerator and poured out a glass carbonated white grape juice.  She took a sip and put the plastic bottle back in the refrigerator.  “Does Dad know he has to shave his armpits?  Does he know that when men look at you, you don’t necessarily make eye contact?”
Jenny sighed and poured a premature cup from the pot, knowing it was going to be too strong.  “Honey, right now I’m not even sure he intends to shave his armpits.  Remember— he’s a still guy, a man.  Guys don’t do that.  And as far as him not making eye contact, that’s going to be something he’ll have to work out.  I was hoping that with the short hair and the jeans and sweat shirts that she’d... Damn, I’m still mixing it up...that he’d get more macho or something.  Right now, we’re still at the or-something stage.”
Down in the lower field, the Kubota began revving louder.  There was a loud and ominous scraping noise and just as Jenny looked out the window, the back of the tractor slid down into the pond.  Before she could even think what to do, Chris was climbing back up out of the water, dripping wet.  She watched him take off his baseball hat and spike it out over the pond.  It curved up into the air, then augured down into the water.  Then he kicked the hell out of the Kubota’s muddy back tire.  “Better take your books into your room.  I think Dad’s going to be in a rotten mood when he comes in.”
At the kitchen table that night, Chris sat down to a bowl of barbecue chips, hot salsa, and a pilsner glass of Dos Equis.  A small wedge of lime hung on the edge.  In the oven, the smell of homemade ribs with Jenny’s own mystery sauce wafted out into the rest of the house.  Chris inhaled, then closed his eyes and moaned.  “It’s not my birthday,” he said.  He looked over at Jenny who was bent down brushing more sauce on the ribs.  Her rear was still absolutely just perfect for him, not too big, not too small and nice and round.  He had been concerned that maybe with the change of plumbing that the body he was occupying would somehow throw in the monkey wrench.  Only...as he thought about it, the feeling was a little different.  Instead of that gnawing feeling in his penis, there was a new aching feeling between his legs.  It wasn’t better or worse but it was definitely different.  “Let me guess, you backed the car into one of those poles in the shopping center,” he said, his voice unusually cheerful.
Jenny turned around and noticed that familiar look in his eyes.  It was just the wrong body savoring her ass.  “Nope.  I just figured we have all suffered about a lifetime’s worth of crap in the past few weeks.  It’s time to regroup, have a little comfort food.”  They clinked glasses and drank deeply.  “Meredith!” she sang just loud enough to reach the upstairs bedroom, “Dinner!”  She switched the oven off and pulled the steaming baking pan out of the oven.  “I noticed you had a little mishap with Luke,” she said figuring to get it out of the way while he was cheerful.
Chris chuckled.  “Mishap?  I friggin’ almost drowned Luke.  He had his nose halfway underwater, but he took a lickin’ and kept on chuggin’.  I used the blade to get it back out but it’s a mess...half orange, half mud.”
Jenny almost told him that at the scene when she’d arrived, the whole front end of the tractor had been red and she’d actually fainted at the sight.  But she didn’t.
“It’s weird,” Chris said.  “Everything’s off just a little, like when you get new prescription glasses and the floor’s not on the floor but floating a couple feet up.  I kept grabbing at handles and pressing pedals and it was like they’d gotten tougher to push and about six inches farther away.  It’s gonna take some getting used to.”
“I’m just glad you’re okay.”
Chris took another long sip.  “Yeah I am.”  He looked at her.  “I really am.  It’s not like I have post traumatic stress syndrome.  I just hit a garbage truck...and turned into a girl.”
Meredith entered the kitchen just as he was finishing the sentence.  “I can come back.” 
“Nah, c’mon in.  We’re about to have the first really normal meal in awhile.  If you were a little older, I’d offer you a beer.  By the way, how’re things at school?  Is anyone giving you a hard time?”
Meredith thought about the question before she answered.  “The teachers are fine.  They’re supportive.  And my friends...they’re supportive.  They all send you their best.  There are a couple of kids on the school bus that I didn’t like anyway that were ragging on me.”
“That I don’t have a soul?”
“No.  That you’re prettier than I am.  Actually, that’s not exactly what they said, but you don’t want to know.”
Chris finished off the beer and put it down.  “I’m afraid that at this point, I need to know pretty much everything.  Out with it.”
“They said that...   They said that your boobs are bigger than mine.  Sorry.  Becky was cool though.  She said that big boobs become a liability, they get even heavier and can get in your way when you get older.”
“Becky’s still going with you?”

“Yeah, she said it was part of the bureaucracy.  She said it would take them at least a week to get her reassigned.  But that’s okay.  She’s cool.  And I feel like I have my own personal body guard.  No one messes with me...at all.  I wish we could hire her for about ten years or so.”
Chris couldn’t stop himself in time from looking down at his breasts.  It was true.  They were bigger than Meredith’s...but hopefully smaller than Jenny’s.  “How much heavier do they get?” he asked.
                                  Chapter Sixteen
That night, Chris flipped the computer on for the first time in weeks.  Jenny had offered to field the e-mails till he got better, and then with Tinsman coming in and doing things to his computer, it had been easy to duck his responsibilities.  Too easy, and a bad call as he scrolled down through a sea of e-mails, some of them nasty, some of them supportive, and for the most part, both sides seemed to have misinterpreted the whole thing, as if he were somehow Jesus Christ being crucified, or Satan returning to make another bid for stealing people’s souls.  

“I just can’t freakin’ believe this,” Chris whispered at the subject lines.  It reminded him of the play, The Devil and Daniel Webster or maybe one of the old black-and-white Twilight Zone episodes, with people getting to tar and feather their neighbors for being aliens because somebody saw a meteorite crash.  

As he scrolled farther back, the e-mails were more polarized and there were more of them.  At least things seemed to be moderating.  He scrolled all the way back to the Lambs of God e-mail.  It was short and sweet...well, not that sweet.  He hesitated over the delete button.  Tinsman had been all over the computer, copied the entire contents of the hard drive and installed...God knows what.  He wondered whether he was still being monitored.  He typed on the keyboard, Agent Tinsman?  Are you there? But he didn’t know where to send it and so he pressed delete.

He scrolled down, feeling his blood pressure rising with each subject line.  Apparently there were entirely new chat-rooms and blogs devoted entirely to such subjects as: Who is the true owner of Catherine Flanagan’s body?  Is there a soul, and if so, where does it reside?  There were also a handful of extreme sci-fi tekkie-types extrapolating that soon we will be cloning super-athletic bodies and inhabiting them with highly trained warrior brains.  It was all right out of Star Trek.  “I just wanna go back and dig some ponds...move some rocks around.  Is that so heinous?” Chris whispered.

He gazed at the screen and made what he liked to call one of his command-decisions.  He decided that he’d read everything that came in today and follow-up on anything that was work-related.  The rest...  The rest was history.

He scrolled back to an e-mail from Newtown Grant, a new construction site of townhouses aimed at the over 55 crowd.  They had wanted a bid on digging a big reflecting pond and landscaping the whole quarter-mile strip of land along Route 413.  It promised to be a perfect project for him.  The e-mail was only a day old and he wondered whether the person who’d made the contact had connected the dots with his last name.  He typed a short follow-up e-mail and attached some images of ponds he had dug in the area.  He tried to set just the right tone, eager and willing, but not desperate and then typed his home phone number at the bottom.
He pressed send and went to the next e-mail.  A small restaurant, Aunt Kate’s, right in the middle of Doylestown wanted an estimate on making the small lot next to it into an outdoor dining area.  The e-mail was essentially all questions.  Was he able to lay brick?  How much extra would a water feature be?  Could he work in an arbor, a gazebo, a pergola?  It, too, was a recent e-mail and he smiled at the thought.  With a little luck, he might even get some traction from all the news hype about the operation.  It seemed fair that he get at least something good out of it. 

And then a small reality check.  With the Kubota and all its hydraulic power, there wouldn’t be much of a difference as to what he could do and couldn’t do.  But pergolas and gazebos with their four-by-fours and two-by-sixes and two-by-eights, it would be a challenge lifting things with a body that was not designed for heavy work.  It wasn’t exactly impossible, but he’d have to be clever about it, use the Kubota’s power more creatively, and maybe hire a helper or two.  The prospect of young guys hitting on him passed through his mind for the first time. And then the phone rang.  He cleared his throat and picked up the phone, “Knowles Construction,” he said, trying to make his voice as low as it once was.  He sounded like a girl with a cold.

“Chris?”

Chris blinked, trying to think who it was. “Uhm...yeah.  You’ve got me at a little disadvantage.  Who’s...?”

“It’s Agent Tinsman.”

“Oh...”  There was a long pause.  “Hi.  What can I do for ya?”

“I was gonna ask you the same.  You just typed something on your computer.”

“What?  Are you shitting me?  I didn’t even send it.”


Tinsman laughed at the other end.  “Well...big brother is watchin’ you buddy.”

 “...yeah.  When I typed it, I just had a feeling...”

“That we were still around.”

“Yeah, something like that.  I guess you are...I mean still around.”

“Yup.  We like to keep a low profile at this point.  We don’t want to make news. We’d rather it goes the other way.  We love boring stake-outs.”

“Really?”

There was a long pause.  “Nah, not really.  But they have their advantages.  And I’m a grandfather now.  Got a little baby grand daughter, six pounds, five ounces...Sarah Anne Tinsman.  And if that doesn’t take a little of the fire out of your belly, nothing will.”

“Congratulations.”

“Thanks.  So there’s nothing going on?”

“Nope. ...I was under the impression that we were kinda done with everything...”


“Yep, and it looks like we are.  This is SOP, standard operating procedure, just to make sure everything is calming down as planned.  Nothing to worry about.”

 
“But if I did need to contact you, what would I do, shine a special flashlight up at the clouds like Batman?”

“Well, I guess ya could.  Probably wouldn’t help you too much in the daytime, though.  To tell you the truth, I had given your wife and daughter what we call a panic button.  We still haven’t collected them yet.  If something happens, they’ve been instructed what to do.”

Chris hesitated.  “They...push the panic button.”

“You got it.”

Another hesitation.  “If you don’t mind me asking, why didn’t you give one to me, too?”

“Well...that’s in the past, Chris.  But you want one, I’ll have one on your doorstep tomorrow morning...actually it’ll be there in an hour.”

“Yeah, but... That doesn’t answer my question.  Why didn’t you give me one?”

Chris heard the long breath that Agent Tinsman took at the other end of the line.  “There were three things.  First, your wife said she wasn’t going to be leaving your side for nuthin’. Second, she thought it would upset you even more than you were already upset.  And third...”

“Yeah?”

“You were kind of out of it, Chris.  The doctors said you were having a mild reaction to the morphine.  I think it’s burned off now.”

Chris traced his finger gently across the keyboard and looked at the dust on his fingertip.  “Okay...  I guess I’m gonna have to have a little talk with Jenny.”

“Don’t go too hard on her.  It’s probably been about as bad for her as it’s been for you.  She loves you, Chris.  She really does.”

He hung up the receiver slowly, trying to sort everything out.  It wasn’t like Jenny to keep things from him.  He pulled his chair back up to the keyboard and scrolled.  There were more well-wishers, a couple of you’re a monster-type messages and a rather nondescript e-mail from Edith Flemming @Banyanpublishing.org.  He clicked the message.  It read:

Dear Mr. Knowles:


I’m sure you’re aware that you are in much demand right now with your fascinating story.  Banyan Publishing would be honored to be your publisher and we are ready, willing  and excited to tell the story that you want to tell.  We are also prepared to beat any offer that is made to you by a substantial amount.  Please contact me at any time.

Sincerely,

Edith Flemming.

He carried the message downstairs to the kitchen and put it on the table.  He opened the fridge, pulled out a quart of milk, peanut butter and a jar of jelly.  “Jenny!” he called out into the air, loud enough that anyone in the house could hear.  “Ya got a minute?”  He fished around in the cabinet next to the fridge for some bread to make a sandwich.  There were some stale ends from Jenny’s seven-grain loaf and a third of a loaf of olive-cheese bread.  He sniffed the bread to see how fresh it was and pulled out two slices.  He took a long drag from the milk carton, vaguely aware that it was an unlady-like thing to do. But then...what the hell.

He’d just finished slathering peanut butter and jelly on the bread and was getting ready to take a huge bite, when Jenny walked into the room.  

“Stop, Chris—” she said, her voice deadly-serious.  “Don’t move.  Don’t take a bite.  Just put the sandwich down.”

Chris couldn’t decide whether this was some new form of ultra-dry humor, but he decided to play along.  “What?” he asked, grinning from ear-to-ear, the milk still dribbling down his chin.  “You’re the food police?”

“No.  But I remember Mrs. Flanagan saying something when I met with her.  Catherine Flanagan had an extreme allergy to nuts...nuts of any kind...peanut butter.  If you’d have taken a bite...  There’s a good chance you’d be back on a gurney heading for the hospital.”

He put the sandwich down and almost licked the dollop of peanut butter off his finger.  Instead he walked the sandwich over to the garbage bag and dropped it in as if it had turned into a dead mouse.  “Thanks.  Good save,” he said, washing his hands like a surgeon in the sink.

He took a bag of tortilla chips from the top shelf and started reading the back.  “I don’t see any nuts in here,” he said pushing the bag in her direction.  She put her glasses on and studied the contents at the kitchen table.  “You’re fine.”

Chris took a handful and started munching.  “This is kind of a shocker.  For forty years I could eat anything.  Now a jar of Skippy can do me in?  Was there anything else?”

“Nope.  But we’ll have to keep track of it...and we’ll have to get an emergency kit for you.”

Chris opened the cupboard and looked around to see if there was anything else that had nuts in it.  “Oh, by the way,  I just talked to Agent Tinsman.”  He closed the cupboard door and turned around.  “You and Mere have panic buttons?”


Jenny’s eyes opened wider.  “Well, yeah.  It didn’t occur to me to mention it.”


“But that’s kinda big.  I mean, what is it, like a big orange box with a button?”


Jenny reached in the shirt pocket.  “No.  It’s the size of a matchbook.  You hold it down for three seconds in a row.”

“Shit, this kinda pisses me off,” Chris said, his words sounding odd even to him in his girl’s voice...girl’s face. “Sorry ‘bout the words but, we’re supposed to be communicating about these things.”


“Sorry.  It wasn’t deliberate.  It wasn’t a big deal.  It’s just like another set of car keys.  Here, you take it,” she said and slid it across the kitchen table.


“That’s okay,” Chris said and slid it back.  “You need it more than I do.”

“Why is that?” 
Chris ignored the question and slid the e-mail from Edith Flemming over in front of Jenny.  “I’m sorry.  I just got this on the computer. What do you think?”

Jenny put on her reading glasses and began reading slowly.
“I know the block-buster novels get the big bucks.  But let’s face it, I’m not exactly a Hemingway.”
“No, you’re not,” Jenny said.  “But you’re the first to do this, and there’ll never be another first.  It’s like landing on the moon.”  Jenny looked at him straight-on.  “When are you going to call her?”
“I’m not.  I’m gonna e-mail her back.  I don’t know how you talk to a big time book publisher.  Do you have to stick out your pinky finger and use big words?”
“Not in this case.  Right now, right this minute, you’re hot.”
“I’m hot,” Chris replied sarcastically.  “Yeah right.”
The following morning Chris was up early.  In the dark, he slipped on a pair of the new jeans.  They were a little too loose in the back and a little too tight at the waist, but not terrible.  He pulled on a t-shirt then remembered he was supposed to wear one of the sports bras.  With his period and the tenderness in his breasts, it seemed like it might not be a terrible idea to wear one at least for a few days.  He slipped the fastener around to the front like Jenny had showed him and then slid it around to the back.  The tag twisted a little and started to itch.  He was going to wake Jenny up to scratch his back but just on a whim, or possibly his body’s own memory, he tried reaching around.  Without the big muscles and bulk of his chest he easily reached all the way to the center of his back and scratched.  “Hey!  Jen!  Look!”  He turned around and scratched his back again.
Jenny sat up and gazed at him with sleepy eyes.  “What?”
“I can scratch my back!” 
“...great,” she said, lying back in bed.
“No, you don’t get it.  I’ve never been able to do this.  Never as in...never ever.”
“Yeah.  Well, fifty percent of the population can do that Chris and all of them are women.”
“Yeah, but I couldn’t.  It feels great!  I can’t wait till I get itchy again.”
By the time Jenny was up and sipping her first cup of coffee, Chris had already brought the tractor around to the driveway.  Jenny watched him from the living room window. He poured a couple of capfuls of instant car wash on a sponge and started cleaning all the mud off the Kubota.  It was still Chris all right, right down to the quirk where every time he dropped the hose it squirted him in the face.  He spun around and gave the hose the finger, kicked it and it squirted him again.  Yeah, it was Chris all right. 
Fifteen minutes later they met in the kitchen.  Chris had just checked the mailbox and had a large stack of mail under his arm.  Jenny was at the kitchen table with another e-mail she’d just printed out.  She looked up, grinning, like he’d never seen her before.  “You’re not going to believe the e-mail we just got from Edith Flemming.”  Chris seemed unusually unmoved by it all.  “She’s not talking dollars, she’s talking figures as in six figures...and that’s just the advance!”
Chris dumped the mail on the table, glared, and pushed an envelope in her direction.  “Yeah...well, my bad news trumps your good news.”
She looked at him quizzically.  “Really?  It’d have to be pretty damned bad.”
She picked up the letter and looked at the return address.  It was a bunch of men’s names in small black print...lawyers.  She pulled out the letter and began reading.  “What?”  She put it down and looked at him.  “What?”
Chris sat down hard across the table. “Yeah.  They’re suing to get the body back.  They’re saying I’m perverting Catherine’s memory and they want it back.”
Jenny was too speechless to form words at first.  “But...  I don’t... That would mean...”
“Yeah, no shit.”  He looked at the letter from Banyan Publishing.  “That’s just my friggin’ luck.  I’ll probably have to spend six figures, whatever that is, just to defend myself.  Ya know, this really sucks.”
                              Chapter Seventeen
Kevin Gertz looked for the fourth time at the thin white envelope stuck in his in-basket.  It was from the Nobel Forum, Karolinska Institutet, Stockholm, Sweden.  
It seemed like it had all happened so fast, the first rambling conversations over lunch with Halsey and Kaufmann about the possibility of solving the dilemma of reattaching a severed brain stem using computer technology.  That had been five years ago, but a mere blink of the eye by the standards of scientific research.

His mind floated back to the first experiment.  It had been serious, but only semi serious...the audacity of thinking that a microchip could solve the problem of reintegration.  The first router wasn’t even called a router then, but “the can” because the first coupler was housed inside a Maxwell House Coffee can...and that was for the brain of a mouse.
 Ted Pasternak, no relation to Boris, had been sitting on the edge of a lab table consuming a smelly tuna fish sandwich and chewing with his mouth open, while Kevin concentrated, going back over every setting on the makeshift electronic panel that powered the can.  He looked up at Pasternak, sniffed, and made a face.  “Do you think you could manage to close your mouth when you chew?” he asked patiently.  Then he muttered.  “I don’t see how you can eat anything, much less tuna fish in a lab where everything smells...like a morgue.”

Pasternak took another bite and chewed even more noisily.  “What?  You don’t like tuna fish?”

“I suppose it’s okay, in its place,” Kevin said, examining the makeshift leads that were about to sever the brain stem of a small brown mouse that was surgically taped into a spread eagle on a piece of glass and anesthetized. 
The leads were essentially one Gillette double-edge razor blade that had been cut in two, shaped and then highly modified with electronic circuitry.  The two blades were treated as one, with a micro-thin layer of silicone rubber between them.  When the blade severed the spinal cord, there was approximately a quarter of a second window for the crude router to make contact, scan, identify, correlate and connect five basic functions: heart, lungs, kidneys, liver and brain function.  After that quarter of a second , the micro-layer of rubber insulation was pulled out and the two surfaces would mate electronically.

Kevin rechecked everything.  The mouse’s vital signs were all within spec.  There was no reason for them not to be though he found himself hesitating.

Pasternak seemed to sense the indecision.  “Well?”

“Well...  This is either going to do something fantastic or it’s going to get the Guinness Record for the world’s most elaborate and expensive mouse trap.”

“You want me to do it?   I’ll be happy to,” Pasternak said, popping the last vestige of sandwich into his mouth.

“Sure...  By the way, did hell suddenly freeze over?” Kevin said without emotion.  He checked the settings on the laptop and a thought occurred to him.  “Shit, it’s gonna take longer than a quarter of a second just to pull the rubber insulation out.”

“Need another hand?”

“Fraid so.  Okay on three, when I rip out the insulator, you push this button.”

Pasternak slid off the desk and came over and looked around as if he were unfamiliar with the whole thing.  “Which button was it again?”

“Don’t fuck around.  Remember, on three.  Are you ready?  One...Two...Three.”

It seemed like they pushed and yanked simultaneously.  The resistance meter flared, but only a tiny amount and stayed there.  But on the screen the heartbeat went from pulses to flat-line.

“Fuck,” Kevin whispered.  A second later it blipped again, fluttered and went flat again. “Shit...” But then it came back and stayed.  “What the hell was that?”

Pasternak bent down and peered closely at the mouse.  “Don’t fall on your sword yet...  Its sides were going in and out.  The little sucker’s breathing.  “Hey—what the fuck!” he whispered.  “It’s alive.”  Then he went into his Boris Karlov voice.  “It’s alive! It’s alive!” 

The mouse lived a total of four and a half hours, but it had been enough to convince the grants committee at Johns Hopkins to allocate some major money to the project.  Soon, Gertz had assistants, more than he really needed at first, more mice, and a lot more instrumentation.  In addition, he had a small team of five guys who were computer tekkies par excellence.

Now, Kevin sat at his desk, peering at the letter but not wanting to open it and possibly have his dreams dashed, yet knowing that he’d have to open it sooner or later.  

He pulled it out, looked at it and for reasons unknown, sniffed it as if he were back in college and exchanging love letters with Alice.  He took a long sniff, wondering what letters from Sweden smelled like and happened to look up to see his secretary peering at him through the glass panel dividing their offices.  She smiled and shrugged at him.  He smiled back and looked down at the envelope again.  For old times’ sake, he decided to do it on three.  One, two, and then he slit the envelope with a cheap pen.

Dear, Dr. Gertz, it began, we are pleased to inform you...  He looked up at Evelyn peering at him through the window...and smiled and nodded slowly.
“You got it?” she called through the glass.
He nodded again and her ecstatic shriek came right through the glass. Two minutes later, seven people had crowded into the smallish office, back-slapping, hand-shaking, jabbing him in the arm and messing up his thinning brown hair.
                                  Chapter Eighteen
For the first time in a month, Mannstein had beaten Suzanne home.  It was strange coming into the house without her.  There was no music playing in the living room, no smell of seafood Creole cooking or her jogger humming away upstairs.  The place was simply quiet...dead, and with the quiet he got an inkling of the difference between a house and a home.  Without Suzanne there, the whole place seemed strange...alien, and a little cold. 
The way decorating was going these days, it was de rigueur to have a three-story hallway and his was as big as the entire living room of their first house.  And it wasn’t good enough just to have a good-looking functional kitchen.  Everything had to be two-inch-thick granite now with a Viking range, large and powerful enough to tend to a small army that cost nearly as much as his first BMW.  It seemed kind of silly that Suzanne mostly used just three burners, though she used them to great effect.  

It was a bit odd as well, trying to figure out what to do for forty minutes till she came home.  Mannstein was an average drinker, a glass of wine or a bottle of beer now and then, but neither one of them drank alone.  The television on their wall was as thin as a romance novel and except for the news, both of them were too busy to get into any of the dramas.  He looked around.  At the moment, it could just as well have been the lobby of a hotel.  
He was just in the process of reconsidering having a small glass of sherry, though he knew Suzanne would look at him askance if she came in suddenly and saw him with a drink.  Not worth it, he thought, when the phone rang.  It would be Suzanne saying that she was running late.  That meant that there’d be even more time to blow off till she came home.

He answered the phone with a calculated sigh, “How late ya gonna be, dearest?”

“Benjamin!” Kevin said at the other end.

“Kev! Your timing is perfect!”
“Really?”
 “Yeah.  For the first time since I can remember, I’m home early.  Suzanne’s out and for the life of me I can’t remember what you’re supposed to do when you’re not working. Life really narrows down doesn’t it?  It’s work, eat, sleep, shit, fuck.”

Kevin chuckled at the other end.  “Hopefully not in that order,” he said.  “But think of the combinations.  You still getting hounded by the media?”

“Yup.  It’s tapering off a little but...  Ya know, I always thought I wanted to be in the limelight...”

“Yeah, me neither.  It’s the same inane questions over and over and over.  It gets old fast.  Say, how is Suzanne doing?”

“Great.  Amanda?”

“Great as always.  She’s trying to come up with some hybrid hot-house orchid.  She’s already got a name for it.”  Kevin paused a long moment.  “Say, this is probably a bad segue, but I’ve got something weird to discuss with you and a thought I wanted to slide by you.”

“Shoot.”

“Well, for starters, I’m sitting here staring at a little white envelope from Stockholm.”

“Sonofabitch!” Ben called at the top of his lungs.  “Ya got it!  Congratulations!”

“I didn’t call to gloat,” Kevin said.

“I believe you.  But I wouldn’t blame you if you did. Good God...the Nobel Prize.  I take my hat off to you, buddy.  I really do.”

Kevin went quiet for a moment.  “The damned thing about it is I’m feeling a little guilty right now.  I’ve had massive help with the router, the roadblocks along the way and truth be known, I couldn’t have even performed the operation...not like you.  What I’m trying to say, is I’m going to contact the committee and tell them I want to share this...with you.  Ya game?”

Mannstein sat back on the silk embroidered sofa in the living room and savored the moment.  “Man... I would love to but...”

“But what?”

 “Kev, I’ve got a good pair of hands...possibly a great pair of hands.  But I’m not a world-class researcher, and you are.  You, my friend, had the vision and it was your vision from the start.  The Nobel committee knows that and deep down, you do, too.  But you honor me greatly with the offer.  Thanks but no thanks.”

“You want to think about it.”

“I already did.  I had a feeling you might do this.  I thought about it.  Believe me.”

“Okay.  In that case, give Suzanne a big hug and a kiss for me.”

Mannstein clicked-off the phone and decided to have a little nip of sherry after all.  He searched around for the Harvey’s Bristol Cream they drank during the holidays and poured two inches into a fluted crystal glass that had been a wedding present.  He took a sip and savored it.  It was too sweet as usual and he went into the kitchen and plopped a couple of ice cubes in.

He took another sip just as Suzanne’s car door slammed outside.  He fought the urge to pour the sherry down the drain.  She’d know anyway. She’d smell his breath or see the pale stain on the glass.  She was great that way...a veritable Sherlock Holmes.

She bustled in noisily with two paper sacks, one the size and shape of a wine bottle, and the other with a long loaf of Italian bread sticking out the top.  They looked at each other through the hallway.

“What are we celebrating?” he asked, looking at the bags.

She looked at his glass.  “I give up.  What are we celebrating?” 

Mannstein nodded.  “Okay, you go first.”

Suzanne put the bags down.  “You’re looking at the new president of the Doylestown Red Cross.”

“Hear ! Hear!” he said, putting down his glass and giving her a bear hug. “Those poor sons of bitches will never know what hit them.”

Hearing the words, Suzanne pinched his backside and stared at him eyeball to eyeball.  “I know you mean that in the nicest possible way.”

“I do,” Mannstein said in mock fear, his voice a half octave higher.

“Now then, what are you celebrating?”

Mannstein broke away from the hug and put his glass on the counter. “Okay— before I tell you, let me get the entire story out first because it’s not exactly what you think.”

Suzanne frowned.  “Okay.”

“Okay.  Kev just called.”  Mannstein stopped and took a long breath.  “And the reason he called is...he just got selected by the Nobel Prize committee.”

“Good. He deserves it.”

“Yeah, I thought so.  But the other reason he called was...  Okay remember, just wait till I finish the thought.  He called to invite me to share in the Nobel Prize.”

Suzanne’s eyes went huge and wild and she began a little strange dance in the middle of the kitchen.  “Yes, yes, yes!” she sang.

Mannstein’s face dropped and he glared at her.

“What?” she sang out, her voice slightly wild.

“I told you to let me finish.”

She stopped dancing, but she was grinning from ear to ear.  “So finish!  There isn’t anything that can bring me down right now.  You’re going to be a Nobel Prize winner!”

Mannstein looked at her grimly.  “...no...I’m not,” he said softly.

“What?  Why?”

“Because I turned him down.  It’s not right.  And it’s not appropriate.”

“You WHAT?  Are you fucking insane?”

“I knew this wasn’t going to turn out well.”

“You idiot!  You schmuck!  Call him back.  Right now.”  She reached in her purse for her cell phone.  “Here.  There’s still time.  He still wants you.”


Mannstein smiled benignly but shook his head. “I’m sorry, but that’s just not gonna happen.”
      ​​​​
                                    Chapter Nineteen

Chris had put off calling Edith Flemming from Banyan for an entire day.  But Jenny finally came into his little converted den in what had once passed for a guest room and sat down quietly.  The windows overlooked the back fields behind the house and after the FBI agents left, Chris took down the drapes which Tinsman had insisted upon and which in retrospect seemed a bit over-the-top now.  
It had been a bad dream and now it was evolving into another different kind of bad dream that was only slightly less frightening.  There was something about lawyers that had always scared the hell out of both of them. In twelve years of landscaping, Chris had only been threatened once.  He had finished a complicated water feature, a fifty-foot meandering brook with multiple waterfalls that commenced with terraced layers granite, interspersed with indigenous plants and after hooking it all up, the client not only refused to pay the balance, but threatened to sue for the fifty-percent deposit.  Chris had pleaded and promised to change whatever they didn’t like.  “My wife doesn’t like the sound,” the husband said flatly.

“Well, okay.  No problem.  I can modify it, plus there’s a valve.  We can turn the sound down or up...whatever she wants.  Really...this is an easy fix.”

The man shook his head.  “No. She said it makes her have to pee.  That wasn’t part of the deal.  We want our money back.”

Rather than go to court, Chris caved.  He wrote a check in the amount of nine thousand dollars which he and Jenny could ill-afford to write.

And now, Jenny pulled her chair over next to him and gazed at the computer screen.  “What’cha doin’?” she asked in her softest voice.

“I’m trying to follow up on some potential clients,” he said, keeping his eyes on the screen.  They’d been married long enough that he could tell just by her body language what was coming.  He clicked to the next e-mail, opened it up and then decided he might as well get it over with.  “Okay, what did I do wrong now?”

“Nothing.  Absolutely nothing,” Jenny said.  “I just came in to see how you’re doing.”

He looked over at her. Baloney. This promised to be their first fight since he’d been summarily turned into a girl and he wondered whether it was going to change the shaky balance of power they settled into for fighting over the years.  “Good,” he said, returning to the e-mail he was composing.  He tapped away, trying to concentrate on what he was going to say, but Jenny just sat there.  “Okay, what is it?”

“Nothing,” she said again.  “I was just wondering when you were going to call Banyan Publishing.”  The young woman sitting in Chris’s chair leaned back and began rubbing her temples exactly the way Chris did.  Then she sighed just the way Chris did.  It almost seemed like she was a young actress, hired to do everything the way Chris did, and it was almost believable. 

“I’m getting to it,” Chris said.  “It’s just that, I have some real business lined up and...we have bills to pay, possibly some big bills.”

“All the more reason,” Jenny said.  “You’re a commodity right now.  You can generate some bucks...big bucks if we’re lucky, enough to pay those big bills.”

Chris made a face and began rubbing his temples.  “Yeah, that sounds good.  But you and I both know that I couldn’t write my way out of a McDonald’s cheeseburger bag.  In high school I used to cringe at the prospect of having to give a one page book report in class.  I never told you this, but I’d throw up before class. And now I’m s’posed to write a book?  I couldn’t even write the introduction.  Hell, I couldn’t even write that crap on the back cover that tells where I was born or what my favorite color is.  I just don’t have it.  I don’t think that way.”

Jenny blinked at him.  She looked like she was trying to decide whether he had any backbone whatsoever left.  “They have people called ghost-writers, Chris.”

In an attempt to defuse the subject, he raised his fingers, wiggled them and moaned, “Oooooooooh....ghost writers. They write in the middle of the night...on invisible typewriters.” 

Jenny ignored the lame acting. “They’ll probably just ask you a whole bunch of questions.  You can answer some questions, right?  It could be some really good money.”

Chris blinked at her, thinking.  “Okay, you could call...  You could say you’re my agent.”

“That’s not going to work.  Edith is practically camping outside our door...for the express purpose of being your agent.  If you tell her you’ve already got one...  It’s just dumb.”

Chris leaned back in his chair, gazed out the window and went somewhere else for a long moment.  Then he sat up.  “Okay.  If I gotta do it, let’s just get it out of the way right now before I completely psych myself out.  Dial me up.”

“Really?”


“Yeah.  Just don’t say anything.  Don’t do anything. Just dial.”


Jenny already had the number.  She tapped them into the phone and handed it to him.  Chris stood up and had taken to balancing on one leg and humming out loud.  “What are you doing?” she asked.

“Don’t laugh.  It’s a trick I came up with.  I’m keeping myself from thinking of anything.  See, the human brain can only do so many things at a time.  By balancing and humming...it’s what I used to do in high school when I’d call a girl up for a date.  It’s what I did the first time I called you.”

“Really?  You hummed?  What did you humm?”

Before Chris could answer, his eyes changed.  They darted to Jenny.  “Uhm, yeah. I’m trying to contact Ms. Edith Flemming.  My name is Chris Knowles. I’m the guy who went through the... Yeah, that one...  Thanks, I’m not really thinking of myself as a celebrity,” he said.  “Sure, I’ll wait.” He looked over at Jenny and put his foot back on the floor. 

“Hello, Miss Flemming?  I’m...  Yeah.  Yes, that’s right.  Well, you’re very kind.  But I gotta tell you upfront, I’m not any kind of writer at all and public speaking gives me the creeps.”  Chris looked at Jenny and nodded.  “Really?  You, too?  When I was in high school when we had to give book reports, the girl who was ahead of me fainted and they had to bring in the school nurse.  By the time it was my turn, I’d lost all the saliva in my mouth and then I threw up. It wasn’t one of my better days.”

By the time Chris got off the phone, he was joking and laughing and Edith had made an appointment to come out the next day.  He hung up the phone.  “She was actually...not too horrible,” he said.

Jenny looked at him.  “If you were to teleport into her office right now, you know what she’s doing?  She’s doing a little dance and her secretary’s popping a champagne cork.”

“You really think so?”

"I really do."


"That's just...weird."


That night, the entire Knowles family did an emergency cleaning of the house.  It hadn’t been done in a long time.  The stairs up to the bedroom had accumulated enough dust bunnies that they had threatened to take over the place.  Midway through, Chris made a command decision.  “At this rate, we’re gonna be up all night.  How ‘bout we just don’t let her upstairs?”

“Fine with me,” Jenny said.

Chris did the vacuuming, Meredith scrubbed the bathroom.  Jenny did the kitchen and Pledged everything that was either wood or horizontal.  Chris caught her spraying it around like room deodorant.  “What are you doing?” he asked plugging the vacuum into a closer outlet.

“It’s psychological,” Jenny said.  “If they smell enough Pledge, they assume the place is clean.”

The following morning, Chris took a quick shower and looked in the mirror.  Her hair was beginning to come in.  If you didn’t look too closely she could have passed for the new French waif look, skinny, pale, and hair way too short.  “She does know I’m a guy...right?” he called to Jenny who was putting on makeup in the bedroom.

“Definitely,” Jenny called back.  She stopped and came in to see Chris staring at herself.  He looked like he was going to cry.  “You okay?” 

He had his arms folded and he pointed at himself in the mirror...accusingly.  “It’s just, I’m in this in-between stage.  I’m not a fish and I’m not a bird.”

“Are you thinking of trying the girl route?”

Chris caught her eyes.  “Hell no.”

“Good.  You scared me for a sec.”

“But, I don’t know what the hell to do.”

Jenny turned him around and brushed his hair this way and that. “Yeah, I see what you mean."  She disappeared back into the bedroom and returned with a big shopping bag from Macys.  “Here, I was saving this for some occasion, I’m not sure what, but give these a try.”

Chris opened the bag and peered in.  He pulled out a grey t-shirt with a picture of big orange Kubota on the front.  "You got this at...”

Jenny rolled her eyes.  “No, Mike over at Histands gave it to me.  He said it was a welcome home present."

“...no shit.” 

“No shit,” Jenny agreed.  “And I guessed about the size on the sport coat.  It’s a Harris Tweed.  I figured with the jeans and that t-shirt.  Oh, and I got you some loafers like you used to wear in college.  I figured you could skip the socks.  It’ll be funky but...it just might work.”

Chris looked at her.  “Thanks.”  He turned the sweatshirt around and stared at the silk-screened image.  “Very cool.  You even got the right model.  If I give you a thank-you kiss...you won't throw-up or anything will you?"
Edith Flemming was supposed to arrive at eleven.  She pulled into the driveway at precisely eleven and Chris looked at his new aviator watch, another prop Jenny had bought for him.  “Well, I’ll say this for her.  At least she’s punctual,” Chris said.  He watched her get out of her Audi A-8.  It was long and white and it had been washed recently.  She pulled a slender attaché from the backseat and slammed the door hard.  She was older than he’d expected, probably in her early sixties, but drop-dead, turn-and-stare gorgeous, and power-dressed to kill.  

On a whim, he decided to walk out and greet her.  She was walking down the brick path fast and on her cell phone.  She looked up and saw him.  He heard her say, “Bye bye, Sweetie, I’ll talk to you later,” and then she snapped the phone shut and thrust out her hand.  

For a long second he wasn’t sure whether he was supposed to kiss it or not.  He went for the handshake, but Edith turned it into a Hollywood hug.  Then she pulled back to give him a good look.  “I like it!” she said.  “It’s just right.  You’ll shoot extremely well.”

“...good,” Chris said, feeling a bit overwhelmed.  “That was your husband?”

Edith winked at him and nodded.  “Almost.  He's about to be number four,” she whispered, though even in whispering her voice betrayed a lifetime of smoking cigarettes.

“...wow.  You’ve been...”

“Yes, I’ve been around,” she said, finishing his sentence.

“Well...  You’re no worse for wear.”

At that she broke into a truly loud horsy sort of laugh. “That’s the best compliment I’ve had in a week!”  She handed him her attaché to carry and he held the front door for her.

Inside, he introduced Edith to Jenny and then he rolled his eyes and looked cross-eyed at her in the hallway.  “This is gonna be weird,” he whispered.

They sat in the small dining room overlooking a small pond and waterfall Chris had created a few years ago.  Jenny served coffee and scones, which she thought might add a touch of class.  The scones tasted dry and she wasn’t sure whether that’s how they were supposed to be.

“Beautiful house!” Edith said taking a cursory glance around.  “And I love your waterfall!”

“Thanks. I put that in a couple of years ago,” Chris said.

“Wow, that’s impressive.   If I had a little backyard, I’d commission you in a minute.  Sadly, Manhattan is a little short on real estate.”  She removed some papers from her attaché and handed a copy both to Jenny and Chris.  “I know this seems like a giant step for you, but I assure you you’re going to be extremely happy that I came out today.  First off, we have our own in-house writers for just this sort of thing...celebrities who decide they want to do a cookbook, news anchors who decided to do a children’s book, memoirs, exposes.  And as far as doing talk shows goes, it’s not a make-or-break, but I can tell you this.  Ninety percent of the people who do them are scared shitless the first time.”

Chris and Jenny exchanged glances.  Jenny made her eyes large and blinked at him slowly. Scared shitless? she mouthed.  

“But then, usually after the first one, they get hooked and they can’t wait to go back and do another one.  Plus the money’s very good.  It's your call, Chris, but I wouldn’t rule it out summarily.”

Ben and Suzanne Mannstein hadn’t talked that night.  Ben retired to his den.  He put on a playlist of classical guitar and soft classical music to soothe the savage spirit, while Suzanne cranked down the jogging machine to eight percent incline and maximum effort.  When she climbed on it was like running up a hill in deep sand, but that’s how she wanted it.  At nine o’clock they both went downstairs to watch their favorite medical show and to tear it apart, anachronism by anachronism.  It was great fun...usually, but tonight they just sat at opposite ends of the couch, half-watching the show and half reading the other’s body language.  Suzanne went into the kitchen and toasted a bagel, spread on some cream cheese and plopped on some lox.  She cut it in half and brought it out.  “You want half?” she asked, but it was in the wrong tone of voice, her screw-you voice.  Ben refused politely and went back to the den.

The following morning went about the same way until Ben finally broke the ice.  “I know it’s frustrating for you.  I get it.  I appreciate it.  And...believe me, don’t you think I'd  just really, really LOVE to be going up and sharing a Nobel Prize?  Don’t you think that I’ve thought about it long and hard?”

Suzanne put the soy milk back in the fridge and slammed the door too hard.  Then she glared at him.  “I understand,” she said.  “What bothers me is you didn’t even confer with me...not for one lousy second.  You just made up your mind, all by your lonesome.”

Mannstein nodded.  “This is true,” he agreed.  “But it was my decision to make.”

“Fine.”

“Fine,” Mannstein agreed.

“Okay.  I need to borrow the SUV.  I have four boxes of Red Cross brochures to distribute.”

“Fine.”  He tossed her the keys and she threw hers back at him.  “See you tonight,” she said still glaring.

His cell phone began playing the first three bars of Beethoven’s Fifth and he picked it up and looked at it.  “Dr. Mannstein,” he said in his professional voice.

“Dr. Mannstein, this is Agent Tinsman with the FBI.”

“Agent Tinsman, what can I...”

“S’cuse me for interrupting, but I’m calling to warn you.  Your colleague, Dr. Gertz...  He’s...”

“He’s what?”

“He’s dead, Dr. Mannstein.  I just got the call. I wanted to warn you.”

“What?  What happened?”

“It was a car bomb, Dr. Mannstein, and I want you to stay away from...”

“What?”  Mannstein dropped the phone and ran toward the front door.  He was just opening it when both side windows on the SUV blazed to orange.  A sixteenth of a second later, both windows blew out and what was now a flaming twisted bumper blew right through the door and knocked him flat.  He got up, his arm gushing blood. A shard of what had been the passenger's side door frame sagged down out of his cheek.  There was no door, no windows anymore and through the flames, the SUV was gone.  A second after that the flaming hulk of what had been his Suburban crashed down through the roof of the garage.  “Suzanne?” he whispered in a daze.

Jenny returned with a fresh pot of coffee and some sticky buns to replace the scones.  Nobody had even touched them.  Edith Flemming was mesmerizing Chris with her raunchy stories.  It seemed that Edith had been a stand-in for some heavy-duty stars out in Hollywood.  “I’m not sure I’d call it a stand-in, though,” she said.  “Most the time I was on my back.” And then she’d go into an insane horsy laugh.  She sighed to herself and shrugged.  “That’s the way it is out there.  Sometimes you have to go up...and sometimes you have to go down.”  Chris got it and flashed a look at Jenny.  

“I’m glad I’m in your camp,” Chris said.  “By the way, you don’t by any chance have a law degree, do you?”

Edith looked at him funny.  “No.  Two of my husbands were lawyers though.  Good at writing checks but not so hot in the sack.  ...can’t have everything.  Why do you need a lawyer?”

Chris showed Edith the letter from the attorney’s office.  

She scanned it so fast, it was hard to believe she’d read it.  But then she started laughing.  “Are you kidding me?” she said, grabbing a sticky bun.  She took a small bite.  “Delicious,” and scanned it again.  “They want their...your body back?” she asked, the tears dribbling down her cheeks and melting some of the mascara.  “Oh, this is rich!”

“We’re...a little concerned,” Chris offered.

Edith looked at him like he was joking.  “Oh, c’mon.  What are they going to do, chop your head off?  This isn’t the French Revolution.  They just want a piece of the action.  This’ll be great in your book.  We can devote at least two or three chapters to it.”  She looked at Chris and Jenny and summed them up in a half a second.  “Tell you what, if you don’t mind, I’d like to borrow this letter and give it to Arnie, he’s our attorney in residence.”

“That’d be great!” Chris said.

The phone rang in the kitchen.  Jenny excused herself.  The phone was on the wall right at the threshold and she watched Chris’s eyes as he watched Edith.  He looked like a little kid listening to Santa Claus.

“This is Jennifer Knowles,” she said in her school teacher’s voice.  “Yes?  Agent Tinsman.  How are you?”

Chris looked over and caught Jenny’s eyes, saw them go from courteous to shock in the space of a second.  “Oh, my God...  Oh, my GOD!!  He’s dead? ....They’re both dead?”

Chris stood up at the table.  “What’s going on?"  She handed the phone to Chris and staggered out of the room.

“This is Chris.  What’s going on?”

“I’ve got some bad news, Chris.  Dr. Gertz is dead.  It was a car bomb.  And Dr. Mannstein’s wife is dead as well...also a car bomb...a different car bomb.  For the love of God, don’t get in your car.  Don’t even get near it.  It could be rigged for proximity.  Do you understand what I’m saying?”

“Uh— yeah, I get it,” Chris said in a daze.  “Proximity.  Don’t get near it.  What about if somebody pulls into my driveway, like on TV?”

“Chris,” Tinsman said.  “I promise you I will be pulling in your driveway within five minutes.  You should be okay that long.  If...  If somebody does what you’re saying in that time...  You still have that Colt?”
“Yeah.”
 “You got bullets for it?”

“Yeah, I do.  I got a lot of bullets.”

“If you see somebody comin’ in the driveway, you go down to the cellar, you hear me?  Do NOT confront them.  These people are pros.  Get into a corner. Turn the lights off and hope they don’t come down.  But...if they do...”

“Yeah.  Okay.  I understand.”

“And remember.  I’m gonna be there in a handful of minutes.  I’ll call out my name, Chris.  I’ll identify myself so don’t get trigger-happy and blow my head off.”

“Right.  I won’t.  I promise.  What about Meredith?  She’s at school.”

“Oh, shit...  Okay, I got it covered. I’ll call Becky.  Don’t even go outside.  It might be a sucker bet you hear me?  Now’s not the time to be a hero.  Just stay put.  Better yet, get Jenny down in the cellar.  If they have a remote detonator, they just might blow it.”

Edith was standing when he returned to the dining room.  “I think it’s best I leave.”

Chris looked at her gravely. “It’s not safe out there.” 

Edith picked up her attaché. “Yes.  And it’s not safe here either. Good luck.  I’ll call you.”
            “Right.  Listen— don’t get too close to my car when you leave.  It might be rigged.”

Edith nodded.  She was a tough old bird.  “I’ll back out very quietly.”

Mr. Jeffers’ American history class was in full-swing analyzing the components of the Constitution of the United States of America.  Frank Jeffers was old-school, suit and tie, a bit too much of the same aftershave every day, but well-respected.  He liked kids, didn’t feel threatened by their lip or protestations, and he had the voice of an FM radio announcer.  It was nearly lunch time and he knew he had time enough for one or two more questions and answers.  

“Let's see now...  Mr. Hughes, please enlighten us all.  What are the three parts of the Constitution?”

“Preamble, articles, and the amendments.”

“Very good.  Miss Turner, what are the first ten amendments referred to?”

“The Bill of Rights.”

“Give that young lady a cigar.  Oops, I’m assuming Miss Turner hasn’t picked up any ugly habits...yet.”  A tepid chuckle spread through the class.

Halfway into the third question, Agent Becky Maitland’s cell phone beeped ominously.  It didn’t sound like other cell phones.  She was sitting in the last row, two seats directly behind Meredith.  “Sorry,” she called out softly.  She slipped out from the behind the smallish desk and pressed the cell phone to her ear.  Mr. Jeffers watched her nodding, watched her turn around to get his attention.  “Mr. Jeffers, I’m afraid we have a situation unfolding.  I’m going to have to ask your students to...”


Outside, everyone watched as a large SUV pulled in fast into the lane reserved for the school buses.  It screeched to a halt and a three people sprang out and began sprinting toward the front door.  Jeffers called to Becky, “Are these good guys or...”

“Yes, they are, sir.  But right this moment, I don’t know what the situation is.  Okay, I need for everybody to listen to me.  I want you all to lie down on the floor.  NOW, I’m not joking.  Kenny, I want you to lock the door and get the hell out of the way!”

In the hallway, footsteps blasted through the inner glass doors and came running down the hall.  “FBI!  FBI!  Get out of the way!”

Kenny Bartholomew’s eyes darted to Mr. Jeffers.  “You still want me to...”

“YES!  Lock the damn thing!”

Three seconds later, the footsteps stopped.  “FBI!” a woman’s voice called outside the door.  A wallet appeared in the wire-covered window.  There was a badge but it was too far away to see.  “Open up...Now!” she shouted.

Becky whipped out her own ID and held it in front of the window.  “Okay!  We got agents on BOTH sides of this door!  What is the situation?”


“Is Meredith Knowles in there?”


Becky hunkered down at the side of the door.  “I repeat.  What is the situation?”


“Is that you, Becky?” a woman’s voice called outside.

Becky stood up and peered out, then unlocked the door.  Three seconds later there were four FBI agents standing in Mr. Jeffers’ American History Class.  “Sorry to interrupt.  We need to take Meredith Knowles with us right now.  Two agents will stay behind.  Now... Which one of you is Meredith?”


“I am,” Meredith said, her voice cracking.

“Please, Miss Knowles.  There’s been an incident...”

“Mom?  Dad?”

“No, they’re fine.”

“But...what’s the incident?”

“I’m sorry. I don’t have time to go into details.  Come with us please.”

Meredith was hustled out the door between the two men.  The woman followed behind,  glancing everywhere, her Glock 23 out of its holster.  A moment later, three of them sprinted for the SUV.  Meredith was pushed into the back seat.  The SUV wheeled back out of the bus zone and then screeched out onto Rt. 413.
     The gash in Benjamin Mannstein’s arm went all the way to the bone.  A major artery had been severed and the blood was pumping rhythmically out onto the parquet floor.  In a daze, he walked into the kitchen and looked for something to use as a tourniquet.  He found one of Suzanne’s blue-and-white imported French dishtowels and twirled it with his good hand into a rope.  He stuck a wooden spoon into the loose coil and began twisting it until the bleeding stopped.  It hurt.  It hurt worse than the gash but the doctor’s part of his brain knew there was no alternative.  

He looked out the kitchen window.  The garage was ablaze and what was left of his truck was blazing char, precariously hanging half inside and half above the garage roof.  There was no sign of anything at all that was left of Suzanne.

He started to dial 911 but then it seemed as if every siren in Bucks County had gone off at the same moment.  He went back and started over, dialing the three numbers slowly, hoping he wouldn’t black-out and release the tourniquet.  

“911.  How can I help you?”

“This is Dr. Mannstein.  There’s been an explosion at my house.  My wife...”

The 911 operator yelled to someone in her section, “He’s alive.  Dr. Mannstein’s alive.” And then she came back on the receiver.  “Okay, Dr. Mannstein.  There’s an ambulance already on its way and the fire trucks are on their way as well.  Are you all right?”

“I’m bleeding,” Mannstein said.  “But my wife...”

“Is she hurt?”

“No...she’s dead.”

Out on Wembley Court Lane, a nondescript Toyota Camry slowed to a stop in front of the house.  A few neighbors had already come out of their houses to gaze at what was left of the truck burning inside Mannstein’s garage.  It shuddered and then fell completely through the hole in the roof.  A huge flame billowed up through the new hole and then black smoke began spreading out into the neighborhood.  

The small Camry stopped for a moment, next to the Mannstein’s mailbox.  The driver opened the mailbox and slid something inside and then drove away slowly, leisurely.  No one was watching the car.  They were watching Dr. Benjamin Mannstein’s garage bellowing black smoke and fifty-foot flames.
                                    Chapter Twenty

Chris dragged out the long cardboard carton under their queen-sized bed, the one that contained all the guns he’d ever owned in his life.  He pulled the top off, tossed it aside and got a waft of dust and gun oil.   He looked down at the array, everything from his first Remington .22 that he’d used for hunting ground hogs, to the sawed-off shotgun he’d inherited from his great uncle who had used it to guard a bank in Foxburg, PA, in the early nineteen hundreds.  It was a sawed-off twelve-gauge pump and Uncle Pete’s job was to hide in a trap door up in the ceiling.  He’d spent a good portion of his life waiting up in the ceiling.  
Chris considered taking the sawed-off pump instead of the Colt, but Tinsman had mentioned the Colt specifically.  He picked the pistol.  It was bigger and heavier than he remembered.  It felt like a big hunk of iron in his hands, too big to hold steady in his now feminine hands.  In the bottom left bureau drawer he found the box of magnum hollow-points under a pile of black socks.  He opened a small green-and-red box and began loading the revolver.  It was surreal.  The cartridges felt waxy and even they felt heavier than he remembered.  
He trotted down the stairs with the Colt in hand and the bullets stuck in his jeans.  Jenny was at the bottom of the stairs.  She looked at the gun and then at him.  For a second, he saw himself in her eyes, a small innocent blonde girl carrying a large gun awkwardly.
“Do you think you’re going to need that?” she said.
He gazed down at the gun.  “I don’t know.”
“Are we supposed to lock the doors?”
“Yeah, I guess.”  He hesitated, thinking.  “No wait, Tinsman’s gonna be here in ten minutes and...  If someone’s gonna break-in, they’re just gonna break the door down anyway.”
Jenny looked at him.  “Are you sure?”
Chris started to lose it.  “Am I SURE?  Fuck, no, I’m not sure! Are you sure?”  He looked at her again.  “Look, let’s just do what Tinsman said.”  Chris flipped-on the light switch to the cellar and lead Jenny down behind him.  There was an area of shadow over behind the furnace and he took Jenny over and had her sit down directly behind the furnace in the dark.  “You just stay here,” he whispered as if there were already someone in the house.
“Where are you going?” she whispered back.
“I’m gonna turn off the lights.”

“Why?”

Chris stopped.  “Look, I can’t give you a play-by-play on every fucking thing I do,” he said, his voice still in a whisper.  “If they open the door to the cellar and the lights are on...they’ll know we’re down here.”

Jenny’s eyes were pleading with him now.  “Yeah, but...  They’re just going to turn the lights on anyway.”

Chris went patient inside his mind, trying to keep it all glued-together.  “I know.  But when they turn the lights on...  They’re exposed and we’re still in the dark.”

“So?”  Jenny’s eyes searched his and saw the look in his eyes.  “You’re going to kill them?”

Chris kicked off his shoes and ran over and up the stairs.  The only sound was the creaking of the boards coming back down.  He brailed his way over behind the furnace and kneeled down next to her.  He tried to think through the steps.  The door would fly open.  The light would go on.  “Fuck,” he said out loud.

“What?”

“I can’t remember if the safety is forward or backward.”

“What does that mean?”

“If the safety’s on, the gun won’t shoot.  ...fuck!” he said in a loud whisper.  “Wait a minute.”  He fumbled with the big gun, feeling around for the latch that released the cylinder. It opened with a metallic click.

“What are you doing?”

“With the cylinder open, it can’t fire, but I can still pull the trigger.”

“Oh, Chris, you’re gonna shoot yourself.”

The Colt’s action clicked with a frightening metallic click and he closed the cylinder.  “No, we’re okay.  We’re good to go.”

“Are you sure?”

Chris didn’t answer.  He just squeezed her hand.

In the dark without talking, it seemed like an hour went by.  Jenny leaned over and whispered in his ear.  “I have to pee.”

Chris squeezed her hand.  “Just do the best you can.”

“No.  I really have to pee.” And then it happened, a loud pounding at the front door.

Chris waited for Tinsman to identify himself.  He almost called out, “Is that you, Jeff?” but he stopped himself.

The door opened upstairs.  The furnace was close to the front door and they could hear everything.  “Mr. Knowles.  This is Agent Sanborn.  We’re with the FBI.  Where are you?”

“Shit,” Chris whispered under his breath.  He leaned over to Jenny’s ear.  “Have you ever heard of Agent Sanborn?”

Jenny answered by squeezing his hand so tight it hurt.  Fuck...

“Mr. Knowles, you’re in grave danger.  Where are you?”

“Daddy?”  Meredith’s voice came down through the floorboards, slightly muffled.  

“Mere?” Jenny yelled up in the air.

Chris squeezed Jenny’s hand hard.  “Okay—  Meredith...baby.  If you’re okay, come over to the cellar...and come down by yourself.  Do you understand?”

“What are you doing?” Jenny said out loud.

In the darkness he listened, following her footsteps through the living room, turning the corner toward the kitchen.  The door opened slowly and a dull grey light shown down the stairs.

“Daddy?” 

“You okay, honey?  Are those people really agents?”

The light flipped on and she stepped down slowly.  She stopped in the middle and bent down.  “Where are you?”

Chris stood up, the Colt still in his hand.  “You’re okay?”

Two sets of men’s trousers came down slowly behind her.  “Mr. Knowles?”  In the next second the two men appeared fully.  They saw the Colt in his hands.  At the top of the stairs, Becky Maitland called out. “Everything’s okay, Mr. Knowles.  Would you please put your gun down.”

“Sorry.  I'm putting it down right now.”

Meredith ran over to them.  It was the first time he’d seen her crying outright since she was a baby.  She had always been the calm one in the family.  Jenny was crying, too and in the same way.

By the time they made it up out of the cellar, Tinsman was just wheeling into the driveway.  He trotted in and saw the Colt Python lying on the dining room table.  “Jesus Christ.” He looked at Agent Maitland.  “Everything okay?”

Maitland made a face.  “Yeah, everything’s secure.  There was a little mix-up at the school but everything’s okay now.  I got a kinda sketchy briefing on the way over.  The guy who invented the thing...”

“Yeah, he’s dead.  And Dr. Mannstein’s wife is dead, too.”


“Jesus Christ, sir,”


“Yeah, I know.  I heard the bomb go off while I was warning Mannstein.  If I’d called...five seconds sooner.”

Becky Maitland looked at Tinsman more like a big brother than a boss.  “Yeah, but what would you tell me, sir...under the same circumstances?”


“I know.  And you’re right.”  Tinsman picked up the gun.  The cartridges were still in it and by the smell of it, no shots had been fired.  He ejected all six cartridges and dropped them into his coat pocket.  He looked at her and tried to regain his good-ole boy attitude.  “How ‘bout you?  You holdin’ up okay?”


“I’m doing just fine, sir.”


“If you want, I can probably get you transferred.  This looks like it might get real dirty.”


“I may be little.  And I may be of the feminine persuasion, but I can drop a bad guy as good as anyone here.”

Tinsman nodded and looked around and then he sighed.  “Yeah, okay.  Carry on.”


At the dining room table, Tinsman accepted a cup of hot but left-over coffee and his choice of a bun or a scone.  “I’ve never actually tried one of these,” he said picking up the scone and taking a careful bite.  He chewed it carefully and swallowed.  But then he put it aside and picked up the sticky bun.  “I like the ones from the Rice’s, that Amish market in the main barn.  Those Amish people can cook.”

“That’s where these are from,” Jenny said, sniffing the coffee and pouring the dregs into the sink.  “I’m making another pot if you want to wait.”

Tinsman held up his hand.  “This is fine.  It’s a hundred percent better than what I get on the road.”  He took half the sticky bun in one gulp and swallowed it.  “Look folks, I’m sorry that I have to be back here, bugging you,” he said. “I was really hoping this whole thing was over and done with when we found those twenty-two shells and the Flanagan’s brother-in-law.  But...I’m afraid that just ain’t the case.”  He tore off another hunk of bun, studied it, and then popped it in his mouth.  “Ya see, when you mentioned the Lambs of God and that church that was blown up down south...I was on that case.”


“Did you ever catch them?” Jenny said.


Tinsman’s eyes shot up to hers and then went back down to the table.  “Nope.  Not a one.  We didn’t get diddly-squat.  And I almost had the feeling that they were havin’ fun with us, like it was a big joke or something.  It left a real bad taste... The way I see it, I think you should strongly consider at least temporarily shutting down the house and taking a long vacation in some undisclosed location, with a whole lot of support from the Federal Bureau, of course.  How’s that sound?”

“It sounds great to me,” Jenny said.

Chris stared at his coffee cup, feeling betrayed by the body he was occupying.  In the past fifteen minutes he had hidden in the cellar with the gun in his hand, trying to grapple with killing someone as they stepped down the wooden stairs.  He had seen it in his mind, the steps, the voice, the explosion...and then the blood...there would be lots of blood.  The tears were trickling but he wasn’t crying.  And even the tears felt like they were betraying him.

“You okay, Chris?” Tinsman asked.  He reached over and patted his hand the way a guy pats the hand of a weepy girl.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” he said, wiping the moisture from his cheeks.  “I was ready to...  To do what I had to do.  But now I’m stuck inside this girl’s body and the tears...it’s like they came with the body.  It’s hard to explain.  I don’t even really understand it.”

“If it’s any consolation,” Tinsman said, “the first time I had to shoot someone...  I was okay right after.  My mind was kinda in shock.  And I was okay back at headquarters.  But that night, I went to bed and all of a sudden I just started crying...and I don’t ever remember crying, not since I was in britches.  So... ya ready for a little R&R?”

Chris stared at his coffee cup, highly aware that he was being watched.  “Yeah, that’d be great,” he said softly.  “Only, isn’t it just delaying the inevitable?  Can’t they just sit back and wait?”

“Well...  I’m not gonna B.S. ya.  If they wanna wait you out, they can do it,” Tinsman said.

Chris looked at Jenny.  “Look, maybe you and Meredith should go.  But, I think if I leave here now, we’re never coming back here.  We’ll have to sell the house and go somewhere else that we don’t know, and start over.”

“We can start over,” Jenny said.

Chris nodded.  “Yeah, but who’s to say they don’t just pop us in the new location?”

Jenny looked to Tinsman.  
“I hate to admit it, but he’s got a point,” Tinsman said.  “The choice is up to you folks.” He pulled something out of his left coat pocket and put it on the table.  It was a small grey-and-white stuffed animal, with glass eyes and a white velvet ribbon for a collar in a clear plastic bag.

“What’s that?” Chris asked.

Tinsman swiped an invisible crumb from his lips and looked up.  His eyes looked worried.  “It’s what we found in Dr. Mannstein’s mailbox just now.”

Chris reached over to pick it up but Tinsman stopped him.  “I’m afraid you can’t open it.  It’s headed for the lab in Montgomeryville, though I’m not expecting much.”

Chris leaned over and looked at its eyes.  The pupils were black dots against an amber-colored iris and it seemed to be peering at nothing.  “The Lambs of God.”  

“That’s right. That’s the little present they leave behind, kinda their calling card. We were hoping to hell it was a copycat.  Apparently it wasn’t.  I’ve only personally seen three of 'em.  This one makes number four.  There was one in a mailbox outside the abortion center that was blown to hell in Texas. But there were two others, one on the steps of a black Baptist church in Charleston, South Carolina.  That was blown up rather spectacularly.  That seems to be their m.o.  And there was another one five years ago, though that never made it to the newspapers.  It was on the doorstep of a prominent democratic senator who has since retired.  ...He retired shortly after the arrival of the lamb.”  Tinsman stopped and looked up.  Chris and Jenny’s eyes were open wide.  They looked that moment like two spooked deer.

“What do you have on them?”

Tinsman shifted uncomfortably in his chair.  “The problem is with bombs, if they’re big enough, they tend to blow the evidence all to hell and gone.  These little lambs are all that’s left on the scene and they’re always clean...right out of the box, no lint, no dust, no fingerprints on the eyes, no nothing.  They come outta China but there are a million of them. These people are pros.  Sometimes there’s a message, but not always.  There was a message to the senator and his wife, mentioning their two daughters by name.   The thing about that one was the language.  It was overly formal, almost cheerful, fifty-cent words and circumlocution, suggesting that it might be disadvantageous to pursue a third term.  The profiler thinks it’s part bravado and possibly to throw off the scent...most likely blue-collar with a hang-up that he didn’t go to college.”

“...great,” Chris said.

“The only good thing, and this is just from your perspective, the timing of the murders seems to indicate that their main targets were the two doctors.  If they’d wanted to kill you...”

“I’d already be dead.”


“Probably, but I wouldn’t make book on it.”  Tinsman’s cell phone beeped.  He stood up from the table and walked into the kitchen.  He returned a moment later.  “Okay, Dr. Mannstein’s been taken to Doylestown Memorial.  The blast beat up his right arm pretty bad.   They’re operating right now.  I have to go over there and establish security.  I’ll be back, but for the time being, you’re safe here with Sanborn and Maitland.  Just for right now, if they tell you to do something, just do it fast.  It’s better that way.  Safer.”
                                        Chapter Twenty-One 

Billy Fromme had spent the last twenty minutes getting the lay of the land, driving his half-brother, Edward around the huge patchwork of buildings that constituted Doylestown Memorial Hospital.  The rented white Silverado 250 crew cab pulled into an empty space in the upper parking lot over-looking the complex.  Billy killed the engine and lit an unfiltered Camel.  He waved the match out and then punched around on the radio for some music.  He quickly came to the conclusion that it all sucked.  It was all fucking Yankee music, soft and whiny and smart-assed, or else it was fuckin’ nigger hip-hop shit.  He snapped the radio off and took to picking his nose. In the shotgun seat, Edward ran the window down a couple of inches and stared out unblinking at the outside world.

From appearances, the two couldn’t be more different.  Billy was all shit, piss, and vinegar like his daddy and he liked to think of himself as a junkyard dog, because of a song he’d heard at bar in Tupelo.
Edward was different.  Edward was a good fifty pounds overweight with a pale moon-face and long thin wisps of blond hair that made his head look like a white balloon.  Edward’s eyes bulged as well from a mild case of hypothyroidism which made him appear as if he were being slowly strangled.  They were hardly two peas in a pod. The only thing he had on the plus side was an IQ of 175 and it seemed like it was all focused toward the single-minded purpose of blowing things up which he loved to do more than anything else.  For a long moment they just sat there, the Chevy engine ticking off heat and Billy playing bongos on the dashboard.

“They should have little hunks a cheese that ya follow to get around this place,” Billy said, thinking he was being clever.

Edward didn’t bother with a reply.  His brother was valuable to the extent that he didn’t mind getting his hands dirty or killing people.  Other than that, he may as well have been a floor lamp or a bath mat.
Driving up from the south, once they’d passed into Baltimore, the pace changed.  Billy started commenting on the fuckin’ nut-case Yankee drivers, and it had been enemy territory from then on.  All the cars since Virginia had been shiny expensive Audis, Beemers, Mercs, and when there actually was a pick-up, it was shiny and pussyfied.   Neat little plastic signs with fancy names:  Estate contractors Inc. Heritage Plumbing.  ...fuck that shit.  
“Ya know, with one little twitch of the wheel, I could send anyone of these cocksuckers to meet his maker.”
“Well, we could do that,” Edward agreed from the shotgun seat, “but we got work to do. You fuck around, and Daddy’s gonna be pissed.”
Billy snorted to himself and punched the dashboard.  “What you don’t git is...you kin have fun while you’re workin’.  Shit, you don’t have no fun at all.”
Edward wadded up his windbreaker into a pillow and leaned against the window.  He closed his eyes and grinned.  “Oh, I have my fun.  It’s just more subtle than yours,” he said pronouncing the word sub-tull. 
Their daddy, Joe Fromme, had called after putting the lamb in the mailbox so that when the ambulance came in with Mannstein, they’d know exactly who was onboard.  Billy saw the ambulance up at the intersection and drove down behind it with his flashers on.  When the ambulance door slid open, Billy pulled his Glock-19 out from under the seat.  He spun the silencer onto the end of the barrel and tried the action.  It was just right, Click-click. Nice and precise.
“What the fuck are you doin’?” Edward asked, his voice still low but more energetic than it had been in a week.
“Oh, don’t be gettin’ no hard-on,” Billy said.  “I’m just havin a little fun.”  He idled up right next to the where two EMTs were wheeling Mannstein out.  He was lying sideways on the gurney, facing him,  his face pale, his eyes glazed-over.  Billy laid the barrel on the armrest inside the door and aimed the Glock through the thin metal at Mannstein’s head.  He looked down at Mannstein and nodded at him cheerfully, like they were old buddies.  “Bam...  Bam...” he mouthed through the window, grinning.

On the passenger’s side, Edward yawned.  “Now, that’s just sloppy thinkin,’” he said in a bored voice.  

“Sometimes sloppy’s...fun,” Billy said. “Like when you make those trucks fly way-the-fuck up in the air.  Didya see it?  Didya look?  You’re one fuckin’ genius! It was like one big ole mother-fucker of a skyrocket, only instead a shootin’ out sparks, it’s shootin’ out...  Didya see it?  I swear I saw her head come flyin’ out like a football...a football with hair!  We should shoot movies...put it on the web!  We could make some bucks off of it.”

“Yeah, that’s good.  The Feds don’t check You Tube, little brother.  We’d be wearin’ orange in about four and a half seconds.  Plus...you seem to have forgotten. We got the wrong person.”

“Yeah, but it was fun though.”

 “We’re guerillas,” he said.  “Remember?”
“I remember,” Billy said. “And guerillas don’t get caught. Plus we got God on our side.  That’s why we’re gonna win.  Don’t forget that.” Edward’s eyes traveled slowly, serenely up the windshield to the traffic light for the hospital.  A navy blue Suburban with raised suspension to accommodate the two thousand pounds of extra polycarbonate slid to a stop, its turn-signal blinking to come in.  “Well, mercy me, look who’s comin’ to the tea party.”  
Billy sat up taller in the seat. “Where?  Hot-damn! I can take him out while he’s walkin’ in.  Daddy’s gonna...”
"No—" Edward said.  “What does Daddy always say?  What do I always say?”
“We go by the plan,” Billy muttered.
“That’s right.  And is this the plan or is this another one of your bum-fuck ideas?”
“You’re pissin’ me off.”
“Tough shit.”
On the way back to the warehouse they’d rented in Souderton, Edward knew he’d pushed too hard.  Billy had gone inside himself and that was never good.  He flipped on the radio and Billy just flipped it back off.  “Hey, c’mon.  There’s a back woods behind the warehouse we can shoot some squirrels or something.  Or we can blow ‘em up.”
“I don’t wanna shoot no squirrels,” Billy muttered.  Far ahead something was coming toward them on the shoulder of the road.  It was too small to be a car and too fast to be a jogger.  It was someone on a bike, coming the wrong way down the road.  “Hey, will ya look at that!” Billy yelled too loud, “Don’t he know the fuckin’ rules?  You’re s’posed to ride on the right side of the road.”
“Let it go,” Edward muttered but Billy was already jamming on the brakes.  He slid to a stop right in front of the bicyclist and nearly hit him.
“No.  That ain’t right,” he said sliding open the driver’s door and standing on the sill.  “Hey, you!  Don’t you know which way you’re s’posed to ride?”
The rider was wearing racing togs and the bike looked like it cost more than their truck.  And he was young...and he was black.   “Why don’t you mind your own fucking business!” he yelled, righting his bike and climbing back on.
“What’d you say?”
“I said, mind your own business!” he yelled, standing on the pedal.
“There’s no fuckin’ nigger in the world who’s gonna talk to me that way!” Billy said, stepping down from the door sill.
“Billy!  You get back in the fuckin’ truck right now. You hear?  We got work to do.  Now Billy, or I tell Daddy.”
Billy just stood there glaring at the young black boy.  “Ya know something?  You’re lucky to be alive!”
“Go fuck yourself,” the boy called back, and gave him the finger for good measure.
Edward leaned across the seat and dragged Billy back in the cab.  Billy slammed the door so hard the handle came off in his hand.  He picked it up and tried to throw it but Edward caught his hand.  “No...” he said, softer this time.  “You can’t kill everyone who gives you the finger.”
Billy just sat there, breathing hard and glaring at the windshield.  The kid wobbled getting going on his bicycle and began to recede in the distance.  A minute later he was gone over a rise.  Billy started the engine and pulled back on the road.  He drove down past an old stone bridge, past a field of cows and then pulled back over at the entrance to the cow field.  He just sat there, seething.
“It’s gonna be okay.  Just cool down,” Edward said.
Billy looked at him, his eyes dead and insane.  “Yeah.  Yeah, right,” he said.  He pulled back on the road, but then he cranked the wheel and hit the gas.  The truck spun half way around and began accelerating back down the road.
“Aw c’mon, Billy,” Edward said.  “Daddy’s not gonna...”
“Shut up.”  In the distance, the bicyclist was just coming up on a straight-away.  Billy started edging over into the other lane.
“C’mon, you’ll fuck up the truck,” Edward said.
“No, I won’t.”
Billy reached down under the seat, pulled out the sawed-off and worked the action.  He slowed down so that by the time he was abreast of the bicyclist he was going about the same speed.  “It’s me again,” he called out the window in a little sing-songy voice.  The boy only had a second to see the black tube sticking out the window before the shot took half his head off.  For a long second the body just kept pedaling, like nothing had happened.  But then the bicycle flipped.  In the rearview, the body flopped around like the bass they’d caught down on the Chattahoochee. 
                                   Chapter Twenty-Two


“They killed my wife.”
Tinsman stepped inside the private room on the top floor and closed the door quietly behind him. He waited before saying anything.  This wasn’t the first time he’d been in a situation like this.  Afterwards...they always expected you to be able to see the future, anticipate every possible thing that could have happened.  And there was no one else to blame.  No point in arguing.  Just hope that Mannstein had enough sense remaining to see things at least sort of clearly.  “I know,” Tinsman said softly.  “And I’m real sorry.  If we’d known...anything...”
He paused, waiting for the verbal assaults, determined to take it on the chin whatever he was going to throw at him.  He waited.

“She took my car,” Mannstein said finally.  “They were after me.”

Tinsman gambled that Mannstein’s fury wasn’t aimed at him, at least not yet.  He pulled a chair away from the wall and sat down.  “I know that.”  He waited another long moment.  It was not a time to dive in with details and speculations.  It was a time to sit there and shut the hell up.  His wife was dead and from what he had gleaned, the two of them were super-close.  “There’s nothing I can say that can help you right now.”  He looked at Mannstein’s eyes.  The lights had gone out in them.  “All I can tell you is we’re doing everything we can.  The entire division is on alert.  We have our profilers crunching the latest data.  We will get them, Dr. Mannstein.  I promise you that.”

Mannstein looked up gravely from the bed.  “Don’t make promises if you don’t know you can keep them.”

Tinsman nodded.  Mannstein was, in fact, correct.  “Your arm.  Will you be able to...”

“Fuck my arm,” Mannstein said.  “I don’t give a shit about my arm.  I just wish it had been me.  She’s...  She was an innocent.”

“So are you, Dr. Mannstein.  This was the work of some twisted people.  And we’re setting up a security both outside your door and at the entrances to this floor.  No one will be able to come through.  No one will be able to hurt you.”

Mannstein looked up at him.  “No.  They already got me.  I don’t have any reason to go on.  It’s over.”

“I’m just guessing now, but...would your wife want you to handle it this way?”

Mannstein glared at him.  “You never even met my wife.  And don’t play the two-bit psychiatrist with me, Agent...whatever-the-hell your name is.”

Tinsman nodded slowly.  “Okay.  I deserve that.  But if you can, see past the bitterness.  Try to answer the question.  If the tables were turned, what would Suzanne be saying right now?”

Mannstein smiled grimly.  “You didn’t know her.  She was a take-no-prisoners kind of person.  Off with their heads.”

“I’m real sorry I didn’t get a chance to know her, sir.  What would she have said, if they’d killed you?”

Mannstein’s eyes began to well-up.  “They wouldn’t have had a chance.  She would have killed every damned one of them, then burned the bodies.  And after that she would have pissed on the ashes, and after that she would have flushed them all down the toilet.  She was not someone you wanted to cross.”

Tinsman looked at him.  “And neither are you, Dr. Mannstein.  We’re not going to let them win.  But I need your help to do that.”
                                     Chapter Twenty-Three
Ten-thirty, Friday morning.  Jenny was on phone in the kitchen talking to the superintendent of schools.  Most of her answers were in low grunts followed by long periods of silence.  Chris was in the living room watching the news.  The local station was running a film of Mannstein’s house still smoldering.  His garage was completely gone, but the skeleton of the SUV still remained, sitting in what had been the first bay of the garage.  He switched to NBC and they were running the same film only four seconds behind.  He switched off the set and peered into the kitchen.  With a set of nods and shrugs gained from nearly two decades together, Jenny indicated that she wasn’t too happy with what she was hearing.

“Yeah, well, that’s just great,” Jenny said.  She looked at the phone and hung it up in disgust.  She opened the dishwasher and began putting pans and plates away loudly enough that it was surprising that there wasn’t the sound of broken china.

Chris came in quietly, something that he seemed better at now that he was in a body that was sixty-three pounds lighter.  “What’s up?” he asked, barely making any noise at all.

Jenny’s eyes were still fuming when she looked at him.  “What a bunch of pussies.”

“What?”

Jenny banged the dishwasher door shut with her hip and began refolding the kitchen towels.  “Apparently... the school board is concerned about the...long-term ramifications of the FBI picking Meredith up the other day.  They said they weren’t pleased.  They’re also suggesting that because of Agent Maitland, Meredith should go to class...virtually.  One of her school mates for each class will carry a laptop and she can participate via a little web cam so no one gets upset.”

Chris looked at his wife.  The stress was beginning to eat away at her.  He’d seen it the last month and a half during her pregnancy.  It had been a time to stay out of the way.

“They have their point,” Chris said.

Jenny looked daggers at him.  “Really?  Well, that’s just great.  Whose side are you on?”

“If the tables were turned...”

“If the tables were turned,” she repeated, and then she began to deflate.  “Chris, I just can’t take this shit.  Can’t we just fly away to Jamaica for a couple weeks?  Lie on the beach?  We could...” she began and then she stopped herself.  He knew what she was going to say.  She was going to say, We could fuck.  “We could eat jerk chicken and get drunk every night,” she said instead.

“Yeah, we could,” Chris said.  “Only it wouldn’t be that way.  We’d be sitting at some Tiki bar and then there’d be a little pop like the sound of a car back-firing.  And then one or both of us would slump over.  There are things called airplanes, Jenny.  You swipe a card, press a couple of numbers on your cell phone and in a few hours you’re wherever you want to go.  The bad guys use ‘em too. They’re real convenient.”

Jenny looked at him.  “Yeah, but it’d be sunny.”

The phone rang again and Jenny groaned.  “They’re probably pissed-off that we’re still in the school district.  They’d like us to move to Jersey, where this sort of thing is more appropriate.”  She picked up the phone and answered it in a tired voice. But then her eyes darted to Chris. “Oh...  Hello...  Hold on, wait a minute,” she said.  She put her hand over the receiver.  “It for you.  It’s Edith Flemming.”

Chris picked it up.  “Hello?” he said too softly, too feminine.  It was still difficult getting the modulation right. He cleared his throat.  “Hello?” he said in what was sort of the opposite of a falsetto.

“How are you kids holding up over there?” Edith asked in a voice that was enviably lower than his.

Chris looked across the room.  Jenny was watching and trying to decipher from his responses.  “How are we holding up?  Okay, I guess.  I don’t really have anything to compare it to.  Maybe this is what it’s like being sent to a battle zone.”

“Yes,” Edith agreed, “only this is a little more personal.”

“Yeah, more personal,” Chris repeated.

“Well, I have some good news for you.  I showed Arnie the letter and he said you have nothing to worry about.  Well, nothing legally at least.  Banyan Publishing will be happy to help you...assuming, of course, that you go with us.”

Chris thought about it for a second.  Right now the prospect of just staying alive was occupying most of his thoughts.  And not having to go to court and spend money he didn’t have sounded equally attractive.  “Yeah, let’s do it.”

“Done and done,” Edith said.  “Now. When can I come out?”

Chris’s pale blonde eyebrows lifted high on his-her forehead.  “Uhm...  Have you not been watching the news?  It’s a battle-zone out here.  You could literally get killed.”

There was a short pause at the other end and then the sound of laughter. “Chris.  I’m sixty- seven years old.  I got about as good a chance getting nailed on the drive over there.  No one here gets out alive,” she said in a funny cadence.

Chris made a strange face to Jenny.  “No one here gets...  Isn't that Jim Morrison?"

“The Doors.  I met Jim in Florida when I was a rookie reporter for the Miami Herald.  It was right after they’d handcuffed him and dragged him off stage.”

“Did you...”  He couldn’t think of a discreet way to finish the sentence.

Hysterical laughter at the other end.  “No.  Though believe me, I tried.  Now— when can I come out?”

Tinsman came down the stairs in a slow trot.  He found them still in the kitchen.  “Sorry, I took the liberty of putting the drapes back in your den.  And there’s a delivery of some Lexan windows...inch-thick Lexan windows.  They’ll just be temporary...on the outside.  Oh, and we’ve increased the area of your security, again just temporary, but if you see anybody out walking around in the forest...they’re our guys.”

“How can you be sure?”

“Well, technically you can’t. But these people are pros.  They want to accomplish their mission and move on.  They’re not looking to take on the full power and force of the Bureau.”
                                   Chapter Twenty-Four

Ed Fromme hosed-off the rented white Silverado at the side of unit 16 of the Taylor-Mill Warehouse that they had leased on a month-to-month.  It was a quiet place with everything the identical grey slump block with blue-and-white trim, a roll-up aluminum door that locked on the inside and outside, and a steel entry door.  All defensible, though Ed made a mental note that in a pinch, every one of their pistols and rifles could easily shoot right through the aluminum.
The only windows were two small ones in a nine-by-twelve drywall room the manager called an office.  The work area itself had windows but they were only for light and were all twelve feet up.  It was this aspect that Ed and Joe found most appealing.  The complex was mostly storage, mixed with low tech companies.  The closest building to them was a good fifty feet away.  They refurbished old golf carts and resold them.  The prospect of having anyone spy on them was remote.   
When Billy made jokes about Ed being too precise, Ed would smile good-naturedly behind his thin wispy goatee and bask in the concept.  In his mind, there was right and there was wrong, with not much in-between.  Perfection was a concept always in the front of his mind.  The truck, even though it was a rental, was either clean or it was unacceptable.  Even their white two-axle trailer had been subject to his love of perfection.  The inside was entirely clad in aluminum diamond plate and at the corners even the diamond patterns had to match.  “But it don’t make no difference,” Billy complained when it was taking three times as long to install.
“It makes a difference,” Ed would grin and make him grind the edges to a perfect 45 degrees before welding.  The positioning of the tools and machinery inside trailer was also perfection itself.  Everything  was protected with plasti-form or fitted into a block of foam rubber.  Nothing to rattle.  No way for anything to rust.
The outside of the trailer was adorned with three decals in red, black, and gold.  They read, Liberty Organic Gardens but it was another of one of Edward’s little jokes.  The initials were the same as Lambs of God.  The colors were the colors of the German flag.

The inside of the warehouse was well-planned out as well, four twelve-foot metal tables along the wall, each with 110 and 220 and overhead fluorescents.  In the center of the inside space, hanging from a twelve-inch I-beam a four thousand-pound lift, more than enough for anything they had in mind.

He was just finishing wiping off the droplets on the hood with a chamois when the owner of Executive Golf Carts Inc. idled by.  He waved from his pick-up.  Ed waved back with just the right amount of interest and disinterest.  The man climbed out of the cab and jumped down.  “Howdy,” he called across the street.

“Howdy back,” Ed yelled with perfect neutrality.

“Where ya from?”

Ed thought about it for a moment.  “We’re from all over.  Thought we’d give PA a try.”

“How ya like it so far?”

“So far, so good.”

The man gave another wave and went inside.

At the first table in the warehouse, Joe Fromme was dressing down his youngest son.  Joe was all salt-and-pepper with grey eyes, a perpetual three-days growth and an engineer’s hat he had worn since forever. He spoke so softly it was difficult to hear, but the tone of his voice was familiar.  Everything he said sounded lethal.  His eyes looked like those of a dead shark.

“Ya disappointin’ me, Billy,” Joe said.  “We got serious work to do.  God’s work.  And you keep fartin’ around killin’ niggers.”

“He told me to fuck myself, Daddy.  A nigger and a young one at that.  Would you put up with that shit?”

Joe went quiet for a moment.  “We’re here to do a job, Billy.  You just don’t listen to that kinda stuff. Ya here?”

“Sorry.”

“Yehhh, yehhh....”  Joe’s eyes went past his youngest son to his oldest and focused there like a predatory bird.  He scrutinized his oldest son, wondering if deep down he wasn’t some kind of faggot.  He just didn’t act quite right, with all the prissy making everything perfect.  But he had the brains and that was all that mattered.  “Good job,” he said.  “That truck musta gone fifty feet into the air.”

“Behold the power of high school physics,” Ed grinned.  “Force equals mass times acceleration. It’s basic but it’s a powerful equation.”

“I still don’t git why you use copper plate.  Seems like iron would be more...”

“Iron and steel fragment...like a grenade.  When the C-4 blows, it’s so hot the copper turns into plasma....plasma goin’ four thousand feet-per-second with the C-4.  And it makes that equation F= MA pretty impressive.  Impressive enough to propel an M-1 tank off the ground if you wanted to.”

“Well, if you say so.  It did the job it was intended to do.  I just wish we’d gotten the right person.”
                                         Chapter Twenty-Five 

Chris was looking out the corner window in the living room when a large white box truck tried to pull in the driveway.  The truck had its blinker on but by the time it began to make its turn, two agents had flanked it and from out of nowhere, they were both carrying small wire-stock submachine guns.  It made the hairs rise on the back of his neck and goose bumps spread out over his arms.  It looked like a scene in one of the Godfather movies after a hit had been put out on the family.

The driver was a middle-aged black man who apparently hadn’t been told where he was delivering the thick Lexan panels.  His arms shot straight up inside the cab and just stayed there.

“I bet he lost a couple of drops on that one,” Chris whispered.  The agent on the passenger’s side ran around back and then scanned under the truck.  A minute later, the man’s arms dropped and he pulled slowly into the driveway.


The man climbed down with an aluminum clipboard with a yellow sheet attached.  The first agent had already put his machine gun away.  Chris watched him return it to a sheath strapped to the small of his back in the same way one might put a wallet back in his jacket and he wondered how a person could evolve to the point that it would become an automatic gesture.

Chris continued watching.  The three of them walked around to the back of the truck and even without hearing the words, it became apparent that as professional as the agents were, they had no idea whatsoever how to unload the transparent four hundred-pound panels.  Without thinking, he ran out the door and trotted over toward the three of them.  “Hey there— Ya know I can help,” he called.  Three faces swiveled in his direction and began grinning.  Chris stopped, suddenly aware of how he must look to them.  At the most, he probably weighed in at one-quarter of one of the panels.  He stopped and looked at them.  “No, really.  No shit, I can help.  Behind you.  Look behind you.  I have a tractor...with pallet forks and everything.”  They were still grinning, but then the first agent looked at the tractor.

“If you could help, that’d be great, Mr. Knowles,” Agent Sanborn called out.


It took Chris a minute to get the tractor going and the garage door open.  He guided the tractor slowly in through the garage door while the two agents guided him in toward the big steel pallet forks.  Chris showed them how to lock them in and in another minute or so Chris was maneuvering the front end like a pro.  As he was just lifting the last massive panel, another car pulled into the driveway.  Both agents looked up at the same time and began reaching behind them.


“No, no, guys. Don’t do that,  I know her.  She’s my literary agent...really.”


“You sure?” Sanborn called over to him, his right hand still reaching behind his jacket.

“Hundred percent.”

After pleasantries and a quick cup of coffee at the kitchen counter, it was decided that Chris and Edith do the interviewing up in Chris’s den.  It was quieter up there and they wouldn’t be disturbed by agents bursting in or Meredith trying to do her virtual school work.  As they were heading upstairs, Jenny patted Chris on the shoulder and blinked her eyes at him.  “You two play nice up there,” she giggled.
“She’s two hundred years old,” he whispered in her ear.

“Yeah, but she’s got good legs,” Jenny whispered back.

As he trudged up the stairs behind Edith, he tried to sort through where Jenny’s head was at.  Although older, Edith Flemming was still lethally good-looking.  In the olden days, when Chris had to shave every day, there would have been one or two or three little talks before she would have let him go off upstairs with anyone that good-looking.  Now, it didn’t seem like such of a problem, not unless Edith was secretly gay, which didn’t seem likely.   Chris had mixed emotions about having Jenny suddenly trust him alone.  
While Chris moved some chairs around and put away things in his tiny den, Edith looked at his bookshelves.  Chris’s choice in books was eclectic at best.  There were old college text books that told of a different Chris a long time ago.  Books on philosophy, German language textbooks, and most of the old classics.  But then there were old moth-eaten manuals, Accounting for Dummies, Photoshop for Dummies, plus ten or twenty of Jenny’s educational books that had probably gotten misplaced. And then there were the horticultural books, the landscaping manuals, how to build gazebos, dig ponds, plant pine trees, arborvitae, how to set up arborvitae, mixed in with manuals on how to handle your new Kubota.  Chris was secretly proud of the eclecticism and waited for her to comment on his library.  When she looked up, however, all she said was, “Well... ya ready to spill your guts?”

Despite himself, Chris knew he was looking at her pretty much the same way a deer looks back at a mountain lion.  “Yeah.  I guess.”
“Okay, then, there’s only one rule to this little game but it’s an important one.  I ask you a question, and you tell me the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.  And if you’re gonna bullshit me, which is okay in certain instances, just raise your hand while you’re b.s.ing.”

Chris looked at her incredulously.  “Raise my hand?”

“That’s right.  You have a right to fudge on certain things.  But I have to know exactly when and how you’re doing it.  Fair enough?”

The two cups of coffee he’d had downstairs were already making their way down into his bladder.  “I guess.”
“Good.  Now, where were you born?”

“Umm... Morristown Memorial Hospital...obviously in Morristown, New Jersey.”
“Good.  Any anecdotes about that?  Anything weird happen?”

Chris looked at her deadpan.  “Well, I was kinda young at the time.”

Edith smiled, but he could tell it was just courtesy.  
“Oh, I don’t know if this is worth mentioning.  I broke my collar bone when I was coming out of my mother.  I was...big. I mean, I had big shoulders and I was...heavy at birth.”

Edith looked up from her half-glasses.  The lenses made the crow’s feet larger but they were still knock-out gorgeous eyes.  They still twinkled.  “How big?”
Chris looked at her.  “Uhm...  Ten pounds, thirteen?” he said, his voice sounding like a question.

“Oww...” Edith groaned, “Your poor mother.  I bet she really hated you...for a while.”

Chris just looked at her.  “I don’t think so.  I’m pretty sure she just loved me.”

Edith removed her glasses and stared at him as she cleaned them on a corner of her silk blouse.  “Okay, try to lighten-up a little.  I’m just pulling your chain.  If you don’t, this is going to be a long interview.  You holding up all right?”

“I’m doing...great!” Chris said.
Edith put her eyeglasses back on and studied his face.  Though Chris’s hair was cut short and he was dressed in jeans and sweatshirts, he now had the face and body of typical teen-aged blonde, near model-like features, though not quite.  There was a small gap between her two front teeth that would have put her out of the running.  And her nose, though turned up, was just a bit too narrow to be a classic beauty.  And the eyes didn’t match.  They were rich and deep and powerful...but brown.  The rest of the face definitely belonged to the pale blue-eyed species. “Coulda fooled me,” she said.
“The hardest part, is everybody thinking that I’m weaker than I am...and maybe dumber.  I’m not sure blondes always have more fun.”

Edith smiled conspirationally.  “Did you know that of the great beauties of the world, all of them were brunette?”
Chris stared at her, wondering what sort of conversation they’d be having if he was in his old body.  “To tell you the truth, I never really thought about it.  But there’s another thing I’m just starting to notice.”

“What’s that?”

  “ Okay...I’ll tell you something for a change.  When a guy is introduced to another guy, the first thing he decides is whether he could take him.  It’s a kind of alpha-dog kind of thing  It’s not like it’s even conscious, it just goes through your mind...could I take him out?”
“Are you saying you don’t consider yourself the alpha dog anymore?”

Chris’s eyes narrowed in thought.  “I don’t know.  I don’t really think a lot about stuff like that.”

“Well?”

“Lately, I’ve been thinking that when a guy looks at me, they’re tryin’ to think whether I’ve got underpants on or not.  And part of me thinks, ya know I could still deck you, but then another part of me isn’t so sure anymore.  There’s stuff I gotta figure out.”

Edith patted him on the leg. “Welcome to our world.  Of course, the corollary to that is, every woman who’s ever gone out with a man, decides in the first one-hundredth of a second whether she’d be willing to sleep with him...or not.”

“I guess that kinda makes sense,” Chris said.  “I should have watched closer on all those dates I had.  I would have known.”
Edith shook her head.  “No.  We’re smarter than that. Men rarely know whether we’re interested or not, unless we want them to know.  It’s complicated because if a woman has just one lapse in judgment, it could mean raising a little baby for the next...”

“I guess men don’t think about those things as much.”

“Gee...ya think?”

“It’s frustrating though.  I think I’m just starting to get it.  I didn’t realize how...” he searched for the right word, “comforting it was, knowing that if things went to shit, I could just deck ‘em, take ‘em out, beat the crap out of them... It must be really frustrating being a woman.”


Edith was jotting notes furiously.  She turned the page as if she were preoccupied, but then she looked up suddenly and caught his eye.  “Did it occur to you that you’re about to find out?”

“Actually, I was kind of hoping if I didn’t shave and if I built up my biceps back to where they were, kept drinking out of the milk carton...”

Edith rolled her eyes.  “You’re gonna have to do more than drink out of the milk carton.  But on the other side, women may not have physical strength, but we have our own little arsenals.  Maybe you can use both sets of weapons.”

“Well, yeah, you’ve got sex.  That’s a big arsenal right there.”


Edith appraised him as if she was considering letting an outsider into the sisterhood. Oh, honey, her mind chuckled softly, knowing what I know, if I were suddenly plopped inside your little perky body, I could rule the world.  
“It can be a plus,” she said instead, “but it can also be a huge minus.  Since we don’t have physical strength, we have to make up for it with our wits.  No offense, but we always have to be a little smarter, one step ahead.  I like to think of it like mental judo or maybe chess with tits and a dick. Sometimes you have to make yourself try to look bigger and stronger than you are.  But sometimes that just isn’t possible.  And when that happens, you may have to go the other route, making yourself appear weaker, smaller, misleading them, keeping their guard down.”


“Maybe I’m the one who should be taking notes here.”


“You just might be right,” she agreed.  Edith tilted her head at him.  It was hard to tell if she was flirting with him or just appraising.  “There’s a story I heard about a gal in World War Two.  She was part of the French resistance.  The Nazis took over her town so fast no one had a chance to get away.  The Nazis killed all the men and they were raping a lot of the women...the pretty ones at least and killing the others. So what did she do?  She pretended to be a hooker, or perhaps just a slut, but for some reason they seemed to understand that.  She’d take one soldier into a room, one after another and screw him.  And then, while he’s lying there all fat, dumb, and happy, she’d put a big make on him again, slap her mouth over his and rub around on him like she’s all horny...and then she slit them in a little place in the small of their back, in the kidneys, where the arteries are.  They’d bleed-out so fast, they didn’t have time or the opportunity to yell for help.  She managed to do that eight times before they finally got her.”


“Oh—  So you’re saying she died?”

“Oh, hell yes.  As I understand it, they took her out and backed over her with one of those panzer kampfwagens, you know, those big nasty tanks.  But, she took out eight Nazi soldiers in the process.”


Chris stared at her in disbelief.  


“What?  You don’t approve?  She would have died anyway.”


“No, I’m just...trying to get my head around all this.  I knew it would be complicated.  I just didn’t know how much.  Me and Jenny...” He stopped and corrected himself.  “Jenny and I, we’re real close.  There’s always been a lot of cross-over but Jenny’s never been the girlsy-whirlsy type.  There may be some of this stuff that she doesn’t know.”

“Oh, she knows it all right.  She knows it in spades.  Like all women, however, she knows that you have to hold some things back.  You have to...”


For the boilerplate, Edith taped everything on her iPhone, things like where he’d gone to school: Franklin and Marshall out in Lancaster, where he’d met Jenny: Goucher, down in Baltimore and by lunch time his head was spinning.  

“You really go fast,” Chris said.


Edith smiled and conspicuously clicked-off her iPhone.  “All right now, just between you and me and the gatepost, what’s going on in the sex department?”

Chris peered at her.  “S’cuse me?”


Edith nodded.  “Okay, let’s have a little sidebar here.  I’m not asking you to divulge which Kama Sutra positions you like, but you’ve just had your male brain placed inside the body of a young pretty girl.  People want to know what it’s like and for better or worse, they’re curious how you’re getting on with your wife.  It’s a story and quite frankly, you’re the first of your kind.  You’re forging new territory.  How ‘bout we kick off with an easy one.  Since your operation, have you and Jenny...”

That’s an easy one? Chris thought and his face gave the answer without him having to say anything.  “Well, there’s been the recoup time from the operation, and then I had my set-back when the router got clogged. And right at the moment, somebody’s trying to kill us...”

“I understand completely.  This isn’t the most conducive time to being intimate.”


“Gee, ya think?” Chris muttered sarcastically using her own words back at her.

“But you do share the same bed with Jenny, don’t you?”


“Well, yeah.  Sure.  Of course.  We cuddle.  We’re getting that down pretty well.”  Chris’s eyes began to well-up. “And apparently women have a bunch of hormones that I never really thought about...like right now and whole bunches of times when I feel like blubbering.  It’s not something a guy is supposed to do.  You’re supposed to suck it up.”

Edith nodded as she wrote.  She seemed almost preoccupied, but then she said, “Tears...that’s another thing that can be a weapon...a defensive weapon.  I personally don’t use it very much, but there’s something to be said for being able to turn on the tears.  For some men, it’s as effective as kicking them in the you-know-what.”


“What do you use?” Chris asked.  “What’s your...weapon of preference?”


Edith’s smile became much broader.  She placed her fingers coyly to her lips and allowed her eyes to slowly travel down to Chris’s crotch.


“Yeah, that’d probably do the trick,” he said.


“Oh, yeah,” Edith agreed. “Trust me on that one.  Switching gears—How does Jenny feel toward you?”


“...great.”  A long moment passed and Chris lifted his arm off the desk.  “...great,” he repeated.  He put his arm back down.  “I think she’s as scared as I am, about these people who are out there, about the operation maybe going south...”

“About sleeping with another woman.”


“Yeah, there’s also that.  Like I said, Jenny’s never been a girlsy-whirlsy type, buying fancy shoes and...shopping for fun.  She’s straight-arrow.  She likes guys...”  Chris stopped and then repeated the sentence.  “She likes guys. That’s the whole thing in a nutshell.  And right now, I’m trying like hell to prove to her that I’m still a guy.”

“And what do you think that means other than not shaving and beating someone up?”


Chris scratched behind his ear and looked at his fingers, small and perfect and well-manicured.  “Right now...it beats the hell outta me.”


*

*

*

*


After a lunch of two McDonald’s double-cheeseburgers, fries and a chocolate shake that Billy brought back from Souderton, Ed Fromme set to the rather simple task of rigging a small video camera to the passenger’s side of the rented Silverado.  He blacked-out the tiny chrome bezel, plus the small chrome Nikon logo on the front of the camera body, though in truth, no one in a hundred years would have been able to see anything at the speed he was going to drive by the Knowles’s house.  
He used black duct tape to secure the camera body behind the window, then sprayed a little Windex on the outside, just to insure a perfect shot.  He drove leisurely up and down Walnut Street in front of the warehouse complex and then down Route 309 to make sure his voice commands could be discerned at forty miles an hour, fifty miles an hour, and sixty miles an hour.  “Start....  Stop....” he annunciated the same way each time, and he noted that there was a small lead time that amounted to about a hundred feet before the camera actually began rolling.  No problem, I just start rollin’ a hundred feet sooner.
Turning on to Cold Spring Creamery Road, he rechecked the action.  “Start...Stop...” When he said start, the green light went out and a red light went on.  “Good, good,” he said softly under his breath.
A car came up quickly behind him and he slowed enough so the driver could pass, then he resumed speed.  The Knowles’ house was a little Cape Cod on the right about a half-mile down and just past a place where the road went up a small hill.  He closed the gap between himself and the car in front of him till he was about six car lengths back, then annunciated, Start just as he came up over the hill.  He was doing forty-seven miles per hour and the actual exposure to the Knowles’s house was less than three seconds.  But even at that, he noted the three FBI Suburbans, a contractor’s truck and an orange tractor with its bucket raised high against the side roof.  Two men were struggling with a large panel covered in brown paper and Ed chuckled.  “Oh, goody goody.  Isn’t that cute,” he said.  “The Feds are puttin’ up bullet-proof glass.”
Back at the warehouse, Ed ran the movie frame by frame, trying to see just how much he could learn from each one.  In the first frame, he studied a cluster of three mailboxes, two silver, one black.  The black one had stick-on gold plastic numbers on it reading 4750.  They’d probably picked them up at Lowes or Home Depot.  In the fifth frame was a row of twelve pyramidal arborvitae.  From their size they looked like they’d been recently planted, probably to attenuate the traffic noise from the road.
The house itself was neat but otherwise nondescript, fieldstone with brown-and-red trim, making it look like a Black Forest cake.  Only the chimney stood out.  At some point, someone had carted stones up on the roof and pointed the chimney out to look like castle points.  It looked stupid...out of place, and it bothered him.
In the fourteenth frame he hit the close-ups of the driveway...and pay dirt.  At first all the shots had the same blur from the fact that he was filming at close to fifty miles an hour.  But once he accounted for that with a Photo Shop algorithm, everything cleared considerably.   Between the second and third truck stood a tall man in a blue windbreaker.  He was in three-quarter profile facing away, but it was him all right.  “Well, sonofagun, there is a God! My old buddy, Agent Jeffery Tinsman.”  He took a moment to look up toward the ceiling.  “Thank you, God.  This is going to be more fun than I thought.”  

Farther behind and more out-of-focus was the front end of an orange Kubota.  The chrome-and-black numbers were blurry, but he sharpened them artificially until they were readable.  “Looks like a 3130 to me,” he said softly but aloud.  He squinted his eyes to think, Let’s see now, 3130’s  thirty-one horsepower, ‘bout eighty foot-pounds of torque, ten gallon tank, and about two tons with the crap on it.  His eyes panned back to the driver’s seat.  There wasn’t much to see, the front two inches of a pretty little girl’s nose, the front of her right knee cap, and just the hint of a perky set of little tits sticking out over the steering wheel.  “Whoa Nellie... Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes...?”  He knew who she was.  He’d seen enough of the CNN and MSNBC reports.  But she’d always been in hospital gowns and all taped up with IVs.  Her hair was too short and she had the brain of a guy but then...Ya don’t fuck the brains.  The concept was so amusing to him that he repeated it out loud, “You don’t fuck the brains.”  His mind played with the concept, the image.  I suppose if you really wanted to fuck the brains you could do that, too, his mind whispered way inside his head.  How would you do it though?  I mean how would you actually do it?  He imagined the little girl on that big Kubota, pushing levers and standing on pedals.  In his mind, he imagined she was dressed in tight Daisy May shorts with a gauzy blouse that you could see through and no bra.  She’d be wearing high heels and when she pushed down on the pedals, the muscles in her legs would contract and move about and her ass would tighten up.  Yeah... But how to actually fuck the brain? He decided that it would probably be good-planning to fuck her every conventional way first, starting with busting out all her teeth so that she couldn’t bite his dick off, then strapping her down spread eagle to do it in every possible orifice first, going to her ass...then her mouth just for the fun of it.  He imagined the look in her eyes having to take his cock after being butt-fucked.  But then it got a little more complicated.  To fuck her brains out, he’d have to drill a hole that was wide enough to take him but shallow enough to not kill her.  One of those cluster packs of hole saws chucked into a quarter-inch drill would do the trick, the human skull just wasn’t that thick or that tough.  It’d be messy though, a lot of nerves and veins up in the skull.  There’d be blood everywhere, like doing a bitch in heat.  And the consistency of the human brain wasn’t that different than a hunk of tofu...might feel pretty good!  He wondered what it would look like being...the fuckee, seeing that big ole hairy dick coming straight into your head.  It’s got possibilities, he thought, the proverbial mind-fuck.

*

*

*

*
It felt good doing something with his hands for a change.  The polycarbonate panels, though heavy and optically pure, also had a tendency to droop from their own weight if held horizontally.  Having the forks screwed on to the front of his bucket had made the process almost tolerable, and in doing a perfect job, which was the only type of job the FBI knew how to do, there was a lot of waste.  Chris saw the growing pile of odd-cut pieces and asked the contractor what they were going to do with them.  “Sell it for scrap,” he answered.  “And it’s kind of a shame.  That stuff ain’t cheap to begin with...but once it’s scrap, it’s hardly worth carting off.”
“Could I scrounge a couple of pieces?” Chris asked.

The contractor grinned and pushed the feed hat back up on his head.  “Hell, you can have the whole lot...save me the trouble of cartin’ it away.  What’cha gonna do with it?”
“Nothin’ as interesting as what you guys are doing.  When I go out on a job, sometimes I’ll brush by an old tree and a whole hunk of crap comes down on top of me.  Or the bucket gets hung up in grapevines and four seconds later I got twelve hundred pound of vines raining down.  It’d be nice to have some kind of protection.”
“You got it.  Send me a snapshot of it when you do it.  I’ll put it up in my office...good advertising.”
“Thanks...thanks a lot.”  Two men were struggling with a four-by-six panel up on the backside of the roof.  It was a steep pitch and they were trying to maneuver the panel around a small dormer.  “Hold on a sec.  I’ll get the other end,” Chris called as he climbed like a monkey up the aluminum ladder.  He was just picking the bottom end of the panel when Tinsman came around from the side yard.  He looked up, saw Chris, and yelled so hard that he almost fell off the roof.  “Are you fuckin’ CRAZY!” he screamed at the top of his lungs. “Get the hell off that roof... NOW!”

It was the first and only time that he’d seen Tinsman lose his temper.  He knew why before he even made it to the bottom rung.  “Okay, okay...  I get it.  That was a stupid thing to do.”


“No fucking shit!”  Tinsman yelled right in his face.  “How the hell am I supposed to keep your sorry ass alive if...?” He stopped, realizing he’d made his point and that Chris looked like he or she was going to burst into tears.  “Look, Chris, this is just plain lunacy and how’s it gonna look on my resume.  ‘And how did Mr. Knowles die, agent Tinsman?  Oh— well, sir, that’s kinda hard to explain.  He was up on the roof helping us install Lexan panels and somebody just came along and picked him off.’”

“I’m sorry,” Chris said.  “It won’t happen again.”


“Make certain that it doesn’t, Mr. Knowles.  I don’t want to have to take you out and shoot you myself.”

                                     Chapter Twenty-Six

The only thing of any good that had come out of the two bombings was that it had made it a lot easier for Tinsman to keep the media out of Doylestown Memorial.  No exceptions. 
 Craig Atglen, whom Mannstein had known both professionally and socially, did the surgery on his arm.  Prior to the operation they conferred in his hospital room.

“Ben, you know the risks as well as I,” Atglen began.  “There’s some potential for nerve damage.  You’ll have limited movement afterward, at least for a while.  You’re going to need therapy and...there’s a possibility, albeit slim, that you could have a permanent diminution of your flexibility.”

“Great.  Tell me something I don’t know,” Mannstein said with detachment.


Atglen sat there for a long minute, staring at what was left of one of the most beloved and savvy surgeons who had graced the pale green corridors of DMC.  It was a shame and he wondered how long it would take for Mannstein to return to the land of the living...if ever.

“I know it must be just...hideous right now,” Atglen offered.


Mannstein looked at him and said nothing at first. “You know nothing my friend,” he said eventually, “no offense intended.”

Atglen nodded at the statement.  “You’re right, of course.  I don’t understand.  No one could.  We’ll all just really miss Suzanne.  You two were that little touch of class here at the center.  She’ll be missed.”

“Thanks.”

Atglen peered down at the paperwork on his clipboard.  “We can go general or we can go local.  Have a preference?”


For some reason his mind flashed back to a similar conversation he’d had with Chris, only Chris hadn’t really had an option.  It was necessary to keep him awake so that he could answer questions.  “Local.  It’ll help to make sure everything’s connected where it’s supposed to be.”

“Local, it is,” Atglen said.  “Anything else?  Anything you want to talk about?”


“No.  If you don’t mind, just leave me alone.”  

  
After Atglen left, Mannstein closed his eyes and returned for the hundredth time to a brief scene that kept playing through his mind.  It started with their cold war at the kitchen table over the Nobel Prize.  It wasn’t the decision, it was that I didn’t confer with her about it, he kept repeating.  And she was right...  She was right...   

But it was my decision to make, he heard his own voice say.  It sounded so arrogant now.  So pompous.  My decision to make.  What about the years she’d spent working at CVS, then as a secretary at the Chevy dealership, earning just enough money to keep them in food and shelter while he’d been interning?  Whose decision was that?
  And then his brain kept going back to the precise moment where everything veered off course.  She had needed the SUV to drop off Red Cross pamphlets.  When Tinsman called, if he had called one minute sooner...hell, ten seconds sooner, the entire universe would be different. Ten seconds.  Why the hell couldn’t he have called ten seconds sooner?”
                                Chapter Twenty-Seven   

Joe Fromme sat impassively upon a grey metal folding chair, his engineer’s hat pulled down low upon his eyes, his demeanor not unlike that of a poor farmhand at church on Sunday. Beside him, Billy Fromme sat sprawled, taking up the space of three, as if he were watching NFL football.  They were a two-man classroom for one of Ed’s little classes, as he liked to call them.  

Joe Fromme’s eyes may have well been dead except for the fact that just beneath the brim they subtly followed every movement of Ed’s hands as he moved about during his instruction.  “Are you saying it’s a daisy-cutter or are you saying it’s a small fuel-air explosive?” he asked in a flat mutter, without the slightest hint of any emotion in his voice.

Ed grinned. He was in heaven when he was lecturing, even if it was only to his father and brother.  “The FAEs and the daisy cutters are often mixed up with each other or used interchangeably.  But there’s one huge difference.  The BLU-82, aka the daisy cutter, is one big mother-fucker at 6800 kilos or about seven and a half tons of ammonium nitrate and aluminum powder.  Now, the reason it’s so heavy is it carries its own oxidizer along with it.  Think of it this way.  If you had a BLU-82 out in space and you set it off, you’d get the full explosion. No problem.  If, however, you set off an FAE out in space, you’d get nothin’, nada, the null set.  Either one of ‘em will do a job.  The daisy cutter will take everything within the area of an 1800-foot diameter circle...about a third of a mile.”

“Overkill,” Joe Fromme said without blinking, without emotion.

“Well, yeah, Daddy, if we were gonna use a seven-ton bomb.  But with a little cleverness, and using certain aspects of the FAE, I can make a bomb with nothin’ that you can’t get in any town, carry it around in plain sight.  Hell, I could get stopped for speeding and they could look right at it and never think a thing...and then go ahead and take down an apartment building...or a hospital, or a courthouse.  Take your pick.”

Joe Fromme appeared completely unimpressed.  He looked at Edward and then he looked at Billy.  “I’m not sure I like your attitude,” he said is a soft low mutter.

Ed seemed genuinely surprised.  “Who?  Me or Billy?”


Joe took another look back and forth.  “Both of you.”

Ed seemed to be trying to pull back inside himself like a turtle with a shell that was too small.  “Why me?”


“Ed, by the grace of God, you’ve got a certain kind of smarts.  You can make things and you can blow up things, but I don’t think you realize down in your gut that there’s a war going on.  It’s like it’s a clever little chess game for you...when what I’m counting on is for you to be my next in command.  Billy, on the other hand... I think Momma must have dropped you on your head when you were little.  There’s just something wrong with you.  You’re just plain evil.”


Billy sat up tall in his seat, not quite sure how to take the information.  “Are you sayin’ that’s bad?”  

Joe thought about it.  “In this particular case, no. Not for our purposes.  You’re good at killin’ and killin’ is what we came here to do.  Just try, the two of you, to understand that we’re doing the work of God.  I’d feel a lot better if the two of you didn’t enjoy your work so much.”

A small grin returned to Ed’s round moustached face.  “Daddy, you always said when I was little, pick-out something that I enjoy doing and get good at it.  I did that, Daddy.”


Joe looked up at him, his eyes forever cold and unblinking.  “Yeah, you did. Okay, go on with your lesson.”

“The beauty of what I came up with is, it’s number one: low-tech, and number two: it synergistically combines two old and proven concepts into something that’s drastically better than either one.”

“What’s sinner-gist...?” Billy said.


“It means you put two things together and what you come up with is way better than either one by itself.”

“Then why don’t you just say that?” Billy said.


“I just did,” Ed said, his mouth widening into big grin.  “Just shut up, Billy.”


Ed shifted slightly in his father’s direction and his voice went back to serious.  “You know what a flour bomb is.”


“Yes, I do.  If you were to disperse common household flour into the air of a large room or warehouse, and give it a spark, the whole warehouse will come down.”

“That’s exactly right.  But do the same thing and add in equal amounts of oxygen and acetylene, combined with the powder in the air and then here’s the kicker.  You have a delivery system so that nothing touches it off until it’s filled the whole volume of space...you don’t just bring the building down...the building becomes an integral part of the bomb.  You get an explosion that’ll send shock waves into the next state...for essentially peanuts.”

“Tell me how blowin’ a building into the next state is necessary,” Joe said.

Ed smiled his patronizing smile.  “Well...I’m gonna quote you now.  'It’s only terrorism if it’s the other guy'. If you’re one of the good guys, it’s just efficient use of resources.  The goal is to demoralize or...terrorize so that you get people to do what you want.  Isn’t that the goal here?”

Joe thought about it.  “Okay, but I don’t want any cowboy stuff.  You get me the plan and then we decide.”

“You got it.”


Joe reached into the back pocket of his faded jeans and retrieved a sheet of yellow notebook paper that had been folded in half several times.  “Here,” he said.  “I want you to copy this the way you usually do, sixteen-point font, justified margins, and no crap, no italics, no exclamation points, just simple.  Just one copy and make sure it’s clean. Wear disposable gloves, no talc, plain white business envelope...”

“Yes, I know,” Ed interrupted. “In other words, do it the way I always do it.”

Joe glared at him, his eyes seeming to become larger and larger until they filled Ed’s mind entirely. “It’s the details, son.  And the moment you get arrogant...you are no longer doing the work of the Lord.  When you finish...”

“Bring you the ashes of this notebook paper, the match I used to burn it, and the rubber gloves.”


“That’s right,” Joe said.  “You got a problem with that?”


“Not a bit.  Just one thing.  Who’s it going to?”


Joe reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out another sheet of paper, this one a small sheet from a Staples five-by-eight notepad and folded in half.  He handed it to his son.  “As this begins to heat up...and it will, every detail will be scrutinized.  If one of the hairs from your moustache fell into the envelope. If...”

“I know, Daddy.  I’m not exactly a rookie at this.” 
                                Chapter Twenty-Eight

Jenny tapped softly at the door to Chris’s den.  “Who wants coffee?” she sang in her little girl’s voice.

“I do, I do,” Chris sang back, sounding like a little kid in a cereal commercial. 


Jenny tiptoed in and pulled up a chair next to Chris’s at the computer.  He was preoccupied at the keyboard, his eyes reflecting glowing white trapezoids as he navigated through a Google search. She set the coffee cup down next to him and watched as he typed in search after search for anything to do with Lambs of God.


“You don’t think the entire Federal Bureau of Investigation hasn’t already gone over every one of those entries four thousand times?” 

Chris’s nose wrinkled in annoyance.  “I’m sure they have,” he said tersely, “only they don’t have bombs going off at Quantico or rings of fire around their houses.”  
It was interesting to watch Chris’s mannerisms being played out on a different face.  The nose was small and up-turned, but the overall effect was the same.  And this Chris had the same annoying tendency to not look away from the screen.  Jenny looked down and noticed that her husband had forgotten to wear a bra again, just jeans and a thin black t-shirt and it was annoying to see a competing set of nipples protruding through the cotton.  
 “By any chance, are you chilly?” she asked.

Chris was still deep in thought, trying to translate Lambs of God into seven different languages.  “...huh...” he grunted on autopilot.  “Am I chilly?”  He glanced over at her, not comprehending. But then he did. “Oh...  Sorry ‘bout that.  Ya know the funny thing is, it feels kinda cool when they get that way.  It feels like somebody blew menthol air across them, like on that gum commercial, Arctic Ice, or Mentholated Ice.  You know the one.”
“I know, Chris,” Jenny said.  “I really do.”

Chris glanced over.  “What?  Oh, yeah.  Sorry ‘bout that.  You want me to put a...you know, one of those thingies on.”
Jenny tried to make a joke out of it.  “Ya know, you always said if you were a girl you’d be swinging from the chandeliers and screwing everything in sight.  And now, my sweet loving husband actually does turn out to be a little tramp.”
When he finally looked over at her, she was batting her eyes at him.

“Okay, okay, if it bothers you that much, I’ll put a thingie on.”

“It’s called a bra, Chris.  When you say thingie, it sounds like you’re putting on a rubber.”  She stopped herself.  “Sorry.  I didn’t mean to...”

Chris smiled patiently.  “No offense taken.  I still can’t get my head wrapped around the idea of wearing a bra.  It just weirds-me-out to even say it.”
“We’ll call it a chest support.”

“Nah that just sounds stupid.  I’m trying to get used to all this.  It’s just harder than I thought.” 

Jenny peered out the den window through two layers of window, a storm window and now an inch-thick plate of polycarbonate.  “I feel like I’m in an aquarium.” 

“Ah, you noticed.  The only good news...remember how this room was always drafty in the winter?  I don’t think we’re gonna have that problem.  Oh, and that downy woodpecker that keeps putting holes in the siding?  Well, he’s still doing it.  But you can’t hear him anymore.  It’s like watching the Nature Channel only with the sound turned off.”

“Still, it gives me the creeps.”  Jenny took a long sip of coffee and tried to figure out a good way to broach what she wanted to ask.  “So how’d it go with ole Edith?  You guys disappeared up here and then you didn’t say much.”

Chris sat back in his chair and looked at his wife.  So far, since he’d returned home, they’d cuddled a few times and kissed a few times, but it was always a little like French-kissing your cousin.  It felt wrong and you knew you weren’t supposed to be doing it, but at the same time, the weirdness of it all was a bit of a turn-on.  He had no idea what Jenny was thinking.

“Actually, what we both didn’t know is...ole Edith is a closet lessie.  We were really gettin’ it on upstairs.  The bad news is...I think I’m in love.”  Chris stared at her deadpan.


“Okay, I suppose I deserve that.  I was just wondering what sort of questions she was asking.”


“About the second question after when was I born and where did I go to school, was she wanted to know...are we doing it?”


Jenny chuckled, but then she read Chris’s eyes.  “No.  You’re kidding.”


“Not this time.  Oh, and she told me that if I was going to give her a bullshit answer to hold up my left arm, but that didn’t work out too well.”

“So— what’d you say?”


Chris sighed to himself. “I said that we’re going through a whole shit-load of stuff, the possibility of getting blown up and we weren’t really thinking a whole lot about getting it on.”

“Well...  There’s truth in that.” She had been looking him directly in the eye but she found herself breaking contact and looking out the window.


“Yeah.  Sure.  I agree.”  He looked over at Jenny.  She was dressed in a blue cotton summer dress with big white-and-yellow sunflowers all over it.  The way she was lounging seemed slightly different than usual.  When men were around, she always sat up straight and kept her knees firmly together.  He imagined he was seeing an inner world of Jenny, something that even though he was her husband he’d never witnessed before.  And it was a turn-on though at the same time it felt a little warped.  “Look, I don’t think there’s ever gonna be a right time.  It’s like having kids, you just have to jump in somewhere and start splashing around.”

Instinctively, Jenny’s knees came together and she looked away.

“No...c’mon.  Don’t do that.  Please?” Chris whispered.  “I’m your husband.  I’m still your husband.  You gotta give me a chance sometime.”


Jenny made a face but spoke softly, “But Chris... Here?  Now?  In your den?  It’s one in the afternoon.”

Chris slid off his black leatherette executive’s chair on to the carpet.  “Just close your eyes and think of...  Think of me the way I used to be...your husband...Chris.  Keep your eyes shut.  Just don’t open them, okay?  Don’t touch me. Don’t do anything at all.  Just think of me. Please?”

Jenny closed her eyes and tried to relax.  “Okay...”  She tried to find a place to put her hands, someplace out of the way so she wouldn’t touch him...her, and she finally tucked her fingers in between the spindles on the back of the chair.  It was impossible to relax...totally impossible, but there was something about the tension and having to keep her eyes closed that was beginning to make her wet.  She bit her lip trying not to think of anything, but that was impossible, too.  She kept imagining Chris, but inside a frail young feminine body of a girl.  It made her teeth want to chatter and yet...”

She felt him positioning himself between her legs and then pushing them gently outward.  At first she resisted the pressure and there was a quiet stand-off.  She resisted the temptation to open her eyes and made herself relax her legs.  She took a deep breath and let it out.  “Okay, sorry ‘bout that.”  She felt him pushing the cotton hem of the dress up over her knees.  He French-kissed her on the backside of her knees and then moved higher up her thigh, leaving a thin invisible trail of saliva up her leg.  The timing was the same as Chris’s and that helped a little.  She imagined him in his work boots and jeans, with the plaid shirt he used when he was chain-sawing.  She even imagined that he smelled of wood smoke and grass clippings.  She waited for what was Chris’s usual repertoire.  He’d kiss her on one side of her panties and then the other, back and forth, teasing her, just brushing against her as he moved. And then the faintest warmth of his tongue beneath the nylon fabric.

There was almost no warning.  A shuddering inside her.  A quivering and then the explosion. “Good God!” she said, sitting bolt upright.  She opened her eyes and saw Chris’s eyes looking up at her.  “Guess I still got it, maybe just a little,” he whispered.

“Yeah, but what does that make me?”


“That makes you just slightly gay,” Chris said deadpan.


Downstairs the now-familiar three sharp knocks at the front door, and the sound of the door opening up.  “Mr. and Mrs. Knowles,” Tinsman called out.  “I need to talk to you.”

“Oh, fuck,” Jenny said, pulling her dress back down over her knees.  “Okay, you...go in and rinse with some mouthwash.  And wipe that stupid grin off your face.”

Chris grinned.  “My wife the carpet-licker-recipient...or something.”


“Be right down!” Jenny called past him.


Jenny followed Chris down the stairs, still checking her dress and completely sure what they’d done would show on their faces.  At the bottom of the stairs they ran directly into Tinsman.  “Sorry,” Chris said, “We were just...”  He looked up at Tinsman’s face and stopped.  “What?”


Tinsman looked grim.  “You folks aren’t going to believe this.  This morning, I along with several other named individuals received letters from The Lambs of God.  They’re all essentially the same warning.”  Tinsman pulled the white number two envelope from his pocket and handed it to Chris.


Chris read it out loud.  "'This is to inform you that you have been warned.  If you persist in assisting Chris Knowles and Dr. Benjamin Mannstein in any way you will not live to regret it.  Signed...The Lambs of God.'  Who the hell did they send this to?”


“That’s just the thing.  Whoever these folks are, they’re ballsy and they’re unpredictable, and I gotta tell ya, that’s just a really annoying combination.  I got one personally.  It was addressed to my townhouse in D.C.  My wife was the one who opened it. That didn’t go over particularly well.”  He looked back and forth at the two of them.  “Look, I don’t want to gross you out or anything, but you should know what you’re up against.  When I had my first run-in with them at the AB clinic, they left a little calling card on my leg.”  Tinsman put his foot up on the second stair step and pulled up his trouser leg.  The scar ran from the top of his knee cap and twisted around to the back of his calf.  The scar was raised up a good quarter-inch and looked like gristle.  “I got this baby...after the first bomb went off.  I guess they figured they’d have a little fun with the EMTs and firemen.  I just happened to be standing in the wrong place.  A hunk of chain-link tore right through.  Couldn’t hear for a week, and the funny thing was, when it cut through, for a good thirty seconds there was no blood at all.  I was just looking down on it and wondering...what the fuck!  It was lucky they had those EMTs there already.  They knew enough not to wait for the blood to start flowing.”  He pulled his trouser leg back down. “But then, and you’re not going to believe this, another copy of this went to the bureau itself... the main office.  Can you believe it?  Then a copy went to Dr. Terrence Lashnitz, the chief of administration, at Doylestown Hospital, one went to Diane Sawyer.  Her personal secretary opened that one and lastly a copy went to Edith Flemming at Banyan Publishing, whom I sure you know.”


Chris laughed nervously.  “Like you said before, maybe they’re stupider than you thought.”


Tinsman eyed him critically.  “Yeah, Chris, but there’s different kinds of stupid.  I’ve been sitting on this little piece of information, not wanting you to go into a panic.  If I were you, I’d definitely give some serious thought to WIT SEC.  And there’s something else. The lab’s been going over the skeleton of Mannstein’s car and the entire undercarriage, what’s left of it, is coated with vaporized and fused copper. 


Chris squinted at him.  “I don’t understand.  Could you translate?”


“What you need to know is that Mannstein’s car and Gertz’s were both blown up by some super-sophisticated explosives.  That charge essentially vaporized up a big billet of copper, probably about the size of a manhole cover under each vehicle with some explosives that only the military uses.  They didn’t just want to blow up the cars, they wanted to send them into space.  There’s no way Mrs. Mannstein and Dr. Gertz would have had any chance in hell of surviving.”

“...great,” Chris said.  “So how far along are you narrowing down who the Lambs of God are?”


“Believe me.  We’ve been trying.  I lost a whole two months, just getting so I could walk normal again.  But do you have any idea how many ultra right-wing extremists groups we’re closely watching in the CONUS?”


“No.”

“Well, it’s over three thousand, and apparently that’s not enough.” 

“Why?”  Jenny asked, her voice barely a whisper.  “Why us?  Why are they doing this?  Chris had an accident.  Dr. Mannstein performed a surgery...a miraculous surgery that saved Chris’s life.  Why are they reacting so...insanely?”

Though Jeff Tinsman towered over the two of them, his eyes dropped to the floor and he looked around as if he were a little kid who’d just been caught stealing from his mother’s purse.  For a long moment he just stood there, looking about on the floor for the answers.  “Near as I can tell, Mrs. Knowles, they’re thinking of this sort of like a right-to-life issue...only a little different.  I’m not defending it at all, Mrs. Knowles, but in our business we have to attempt to get inside the heads of the enemy, try to think like them so we can predict what they’re gonna do.  The profiler on your case is a woman, and she’s new with the bureau.  But she’s good, maybe the best we’ve got.  In her assessment...so far, you’re dealing with a spin-off  or splinter group of the people who bomb abortion clinics.  They see their cause as a just one...saving lives of babies, only...in your case, they see that surgery as stealing the actual soul of another living person.  When your brain went into Catherine Flanagan’s body, they saw it as something...against the laws of God and I suspect they’re looking to put such a bad taste in everybody’s mouths that this operation never gets legs.”

“My God,” Jenny said.  “It sounds like you agree with them.”


“No, not at all, Ma’am.  Trust me on that one.  But whatever I would think one way or the other, doesn’t amount to a hill of beans.  My job is to make certain no harm comes to you...and find these people and lock them up.”
                                  Chapter Twenty-Nine

Edward Fromme had been up until the wee hours of the morning, disassembling and inspecting the components of an industrial-sized Shop-Vac that Billy had picked up from the Sears Roebuck store in Souderton.  Souderton was rural and blue-collar.  When Billy paid cash for the vacuum, no eyebrows were raised.  The only thing the sales lady said was, “Looks like you got some big cleaning to do.”


Billy smiled and winked at her, his version of southern hospitality.  “You got that right, Ma’am,” was all he said.


At the Safeway down the street, he went in and bought two ten-pound bags of Pillsbury flour and a package of Yoo Hoos.  He paid cash for them as well and then did approximately the same thing at the Acme a half mile away and then at a Genuardi’s that was in the next shopping center over.  In total, sixty pounds of highly refined common baking flour from three different stores, just as Edward had told him.


He was munching on a Yoo Hoo when he pulled up to BOC Welding and Gas Supply on a small gravel backstreet just on the outskirts of Souderton.  “I need to buy a little tank of oxy and a little tank of acetylene,” he said at the counter.  He wiped a little crumb of Yoo Hoo from the corner of his mouth and licked it off his finger.


“How little is little?” the man behind the counter asked.


Billy held his arms about two feet apart.  “‘Bout that big,” he said.  “It’s gotta fit in my truck.”


“You know you have to tie these babies down if you’re going to be traveling with them.”


“Yep, I know,” Billy said.  “I ain’t no rookie.”


“You want new ones or used?”


“Don’t make no difference.  The gas is the same,” he said and chuckled at his own joke.


“And...I’m assuming you want them both filled.”


“Won’t do me much good if they’re empty, now does it?”


The man behind the counter looked at him funny.  He looked like he was sizing him up.  “You new around here?”


Billy’s eyes sharpened and snapped-to-focus just for a second.  “Man, you sure do like to ask a lotta questions.  Now, I got one for you.  How much I owe ya?”


Back at the warehouse, Edward questioned Billy unmercifully.

“You paid cash, right?”


“Right.”


“And you bought the flour from three different locations...” 


“Ed, if you wanna check all this shit, you could just look at the receipts.”


“And nobody gave you a hard time?”


“Smooth as molasses,” Billy said. 

Down at the far end of the warehouse, Edward quickly disassembled the Shop Vac.  It was an elementary design with a single large impeller motor and an industrial-sized plastic can to hold the debris.  He noticed that the motor even had a blow-suck switch which eliminated a step.  All he had to do was reroute the pick-up tube so that when it exhausted the air, it exhausted the contents of the can rather than using fresh air.  That part took all of fifteen minutes and he tested it out with five pounds of flour in the bottom of the can.  He stepped outside and looked around to make sure no one was in the area.  Then he held the three-foot plastic wand low to the ground and turned on the machine.  In less time than it took for the motor to crank to full speed, the five pounds of flour had become a dull white cloud in the morning air.  It just hung there, looking like a tiny cloud had drifted down from above. “Sweet,” he said softly from his moustached lips.

The small oxy and acetylene tanks fit neatly inside the Shop Vac canister.  He duct-taped the two short welding hoses to the inside of the can and then fed them down through the plastic wand.  For a long moment, it occurred to him that Billy’d had disastrous results when he was trying to vacuum out the excess Dry Gas, when he was trying to get his motorcycle going.  The vacuum sucked the liquid out all right.  But when the gas hit the electric motor inside, the whole thing had blown up.  Yeah, but that was sucking the gas into the motor.  This is blowing it out away from the motor.  Still, he had to try it out just to make sure.  He cracked both tanks open, put on his safety glasses and pulled a pair of sound suppressors over his ears.  When he turned the motor on outside, nothing happened, other than he was blowing oxygen and acetylene out into the air. “Sweet again,” he whispered.

Back at the first workbench, he poured out a cup of coffee and switched the little laptop so he could watch the ABC morning news.  It was Diane Sawyer herself looking particularly serious this morning.

“I’m sure the entire world has been following the unfolding of the story of Chris Knowles’s ground-breaking operation, the nomination of Kevin Gertz for a Nobel Prize followed by his tragic death as well as the death of Suzanne Mannstein...by mistake.  As you know, both of them were the victims of car-bombings at their residence and it is thought that these acts of terrorism are the result of some ultra-right wing religious group.  And now, as this story continues to unfold, ABC has been placed in the middle of this insanity.  As of yesterday afternoon, I, too have been threatened with my life.”  She picked up a photocopy of the letter and began reading.  “This is to inform you that you have been warned.  If you persist in assisting Chris Knowles and Dr. Benjamin Mannstein in any way you will not live to regret it.  It is signed...The Lambs of God.”


The cameraman had been coached to pull-in to a tight close-up at this point.  Sawyer’s face filled the entire screen.  “While it is not the job of any news reporter to assist nor impair anyone in our goal to report the news accurately and fairly, neither will ABC nor I in particular, shy away from reporting the news...impartially.”


Ed chuckled at the words. “Sweetheart, you’re really cutting that one a little close.  You really think you can fuck with us?” 
                                        Chapter Thirty

The Knowles’s house on Cold Spring Creamery Road was quickly transforming from a home to a compound.  Behind the long thin row of slender arborvitae, the FBI had laid down a row of reinforced concrete tetrapods.  They were heavy at five hundred pounds apiece with their four short angled stubs but they were guaranteed to stop or at least hang-up anything short of an M-1 tank if it tried to ram through them.  The driveway itself was the weakest link, but it was a sharp and narrow 90 degrees off a fast road.  Anyone trying to turn in would have to slow considerably and that would be noticed and handled accordingly.

The neighbors on either side of the Knowles's were highly aware of every change, every addition that was going on next door, though there was not a lot that anyone could do about it.  To the right was the original creamery after which the road had been named.  It was a picturesque stone house overlooking a large pond that had kept the milk cold in another era.  It was owned by a retired computer programmer and his wife who ran a small cheese shop in Doylestown.  Over the years, they had kept pretty much to themselves with most of Chris’s conversations with Tim focused on the pros and cons of their garden tractors.  
The neighbors on the left lived in a fifties-style brick shoebox, with a row of tall white pines defining the property line, a testament to some neighbor’s dispute a long time ago.  They had been farmers twenty years ago and the only communication between Knowles and the Temples was a polite wave when they chanced to pass each other on the road.  It was a way that had been handed down from the German-American settlers in the 1800s who subscribed to the philosophy that good fences made good neighbors.  Chris and Jenny had been happy to comply.

Tinsman walked the fields behind the house, doing what he had been trained for years to do: place his mind as perfectly as possible inside that of the enemy, second-guess the weak points of the house, the terrain, the probable places a sniper would set up, a raiding party might attack from an ambush... 
The terrain behind the Knowles’s house was like twenty others he had scoped, typical Pennsylvania farm country, small patchworks of farm fields, outlined by over-grown hedgerows, swampy areas and the occasional small woods. It was good land.  It was land he understood, not all that different from the land he’d grown up in.  And though it was possible that a sniper might find a roost up in one of the trees closest the house, it wasn’t probable.  Except for suicide bombers, there always had to be an exit strategy, a chance to make a getaway...to live perchance to fight again. The land behind the house had too many bogs, too many boulders and trees to be a reliable getaway.  Plus there were now four agents patrolling, each in the top ten percent of their class at the academy and each accomplished marksmen, each packing heavy-duty state-of-the-art firepower, Kriss 45ACP sub machine guns with holo sight, Surefire tac lights, McCembre silencers, twelve-inch barrel extenders and Bauch 3-12 power telescopic sights for long range.  With their anatomical folding wire-stocks and vectored thrust management, the Krisses were lightweight and virtually kick free, a breakthrough in anti-kick and muzzle-shift technology.  It was no longer “pray and spray” on full auto.  Patterns of six inches were possible at one hundred yards.  
 Tinsman guessed that if an attack did come it would come from the road side.  If he were doing it, it would probably be a non-descript van armored on the inside.  They’d come in fast, jam on the brakes, and the sliding door would burst open.  And at that point it would be anybody’s guess what kind of firepower was inside.  Possibly .50 caliber or better.  Possibly some RPGs.  If the entire Middle East had access, it wasn’t a big stretch of the imagination to think of it in use in Bucks County, PA.  It wasn’t a scene he wanted to see play-out.
Tinsman’s cell phone beeped.  He opened it while still scanning the small woods on the creamery house side in the back.  The closest corner of the woods came to just about two hundred feet from the back of house.  The phone beeped again as he held in to his ear.  It was the central office, probably Bishop. “I’m here,” Tinsman said into the tiny microphone.

“How goes it?” Bishop said in his deep baritone, which he wielded to great effect.
“It goes,” Tinsman said.  “What’s up?”

“The thinking down here is that the Knowles’s house...is not sufficiently defensible.”

Instinctively, Tinsman turned around to look at the driveway.  In his mind’s eye he could see the van, or possibly an armored box truck pull fast into the driveway.  If they weren’t right on it within a second, it could be a slaughter...
“No shit.  I’ve been thinking the same thing.  But there’s only so much I can do legally.”

“I understand,” Bishop said at the other end.  “In that case, convince them of the error of their ways.”
“How do I do that?”

Bishop hesitated at the other end. “Use your charm.  And if that doesn’t work, scare the crap out of them.”

“I already did that.  But Knowles’s not stupid either.  He wanted to know where we could put his whole family...where they’d be safe forever.”
“Do the best you can, Jeff.  I’m looking at a SAT-COM image as we speak.  You guys are sittin' ducks.”

“I’ll do my best.”

Inside the house, life appeared almost normal.  The dishwasher was running in the kitchen and Jenny was dusting and wiping every surface in the kitchen that was horizontal.  And although the kitchen window didn’t have any clear shots to the fields or woods, they had covered the window with Lexan just in case.  To help the cause at least in her own mind, Jenny had stuffed the window with philodendron plants to make it more difficult to see in.  
On the living room sofa, Meredith sat cross-legged with her laptop and her cell phone.  Tinsman looked in quietly and scanned what was on the screen.  It was a slightly out of focus view of the front half of a class room.  A man in black pants and a blue shirt was scribbling numbers on a green board.   Tinsman watched her begin to raise her hand, but then quickly drop it.  Clearly, she thought she was in class.  Instead, she pushed F-11 on her keyboard which had been reprogrammed to make her teacher’s computer flash a green light.  
“Meredith?” came a scratchy voice out of the laptop.

“X-squared plus Y-squared over 2XY.”

“Very good, Meredith.  How are you doing over there?”

“I’m fine,” she answered.  “Bored, but fine.”
“Well, there’s worse things than being bored,” Mr. Hamilton said with a nervous laugh. “You just hang in there.  You’re doing just fine.”  Just then Meredith noticed Tinsman and jumped.  “You okay, Mere?  Who’s that?”
“It’s...just the agent.”

Tinsman mouthed, “Sorry.” And dipped back out of the living room and went into the kitchen.  “Chris around?” he said over the sound of the dishwasher.  Jenny looked up, looked at his face, and became suddenly worried.  “Yes, he’s upstairs in his den.  Why?  What happened?”
“Nothing, Mrs. Knowles.  I assure you.  It’s just... I think the three of us need to have another talk.”
Upstairs, Chris was at the computer, attempting to answer several pages worth of questions that Edith Flemming had e-mailed.  Jenny entered the room first and Chris didn’t see Tinsman.  “You wouldn’t believe the friggin’ questions she’s asking,” he said.  “I feel like I should be lying on one of those psychiatrist’s couches.”  Tinsman came in a heartbeat later and Chris sat up taller in his seat.  
“How’s it goin’?” Tinsman asked.

“If it weren’t for the money, I wouldn’t be doing this.  It makes me feel like I should be washing my hands and taking a shower after I answer this shit.”

Tinsman nodded as if he’d been through it all, too.  “But...the money’s good?”
“Yeah, it’s supposed to be.  But I’m old-fashioned.  Until I open up the check and put it in the bank...”

“Yeah, you got that right.”

“And right now my landscaping business is on indefinite hold...  The mortgage people still like me though, and Visa, and MasterCard and PECO.  They all still love me...write me letters all the time.”  Chris smiled his best positive-outlook smile and tried to change the subject.  “Sooooo...  What’s up?”
Tinsman leaned against the edge of the desk and watched himself steeple his fingers.  Then he folded his hands together as if he were sitting in a pew.  He tried to think of how he’d want to be handled, how he would feel if a stranger were trying to pry him out of his house.   “I’m not gonna try and B.S. you, Chris.  Right now, we’ve got your place about as tight as we can make it.  We got your back covered, and...Well, you saw what we did with the front.”
“I feel like we’re living in Baghdad,” Chris said.

Tinsman nodded.  “Yep.  Right now, I think I’d pick Baghdad over your house.”
Chris looked up.  “Really?  It’s that bad?”

Tinsman looked at him.  What was strange was, in a few short weeks, he’d begun seeing past the pretty blonde girl sitting before him.  The guy-part of him, the Chris-part of him was coming through clear.  “Yeah, it really is.  Now I don’t have any crystal ball to peer through, but what concerns me is the...s’cuse my French...ballsy-ness of the whole thing.  It’s...disconcerting.”
“You’re saying we should move,” Jenny said.

Tinsman scratched his nose and idly examined his fingers.  “Yeah.  That’s about the size of it.”
Chris had been sitting in his den like a guy, one leg thrown over the other like a two-by-four.  He lowered his leg and put his knees together.  “Okay.  I get it.  I’m not stupid.  Just tell me where we can go where we’ll be safe.  If Doylestown Hospital has to worry.  If ABC has to worry.”
“These people are terrorists, Chris.  I doubt that the entire hospital has to worry. But Dr. Mannstein is in the same situation you are.  You guys are the focal points.  You guys are the ones they’re aimin’ at.”

“Yeah.  I got that much,” Chris said.  “But you still didn’t tell me where you can put us where we’ll be safe.  Out on some little remote island where we’ll be eating coconuts?”

Tinsman looked at him.  “Might be better than what you got here.”

“And then what?  Live there forever?  You don’t’ think these SOBs just might be able to find out where we are, come out in a little boat at night and still blow us away?”

Tinsman inhaled deeply and exhaled slowly.  “It’s a crap-shoot, Chris.  I won’t lie to you.  I just think right now, there’s probably better places you could be.  A whole lot better.  Then...after we catch them, or kill them, you can c’mon back and resume your life.”

Jenny’s eyes darted to Chris.  “Maybe we should get out of Dodge, least for a little while.”
“Is that what you want?” Chris asked in a softer voice.

“Maybe.”

After Tinsman left, Jenny went down to the kitchen and returned with two big ceramic mugs of coffee.  They’d bought the mugs from the Doylestown Flower Show. His was brown and had a raised sunflower on the front.  Jenny’s was lavender and had an orchid on the front.  They’d never swapped mugs.  Chris had always thought that it was just a little too gay for a guy to drink out of a lavender mug.  But now he had tits.  And now he had menstrual cycles and used mini-pads.  And now, sitting down with the coffees meant that Jenny had some things she wanted to talk about, most likely where they should move.  Chris had an aunt in Asheville, North Carolina, but knew they’d never move there.  Aunt Sheila had always been annoying and had managed to look down on Chris at every phase of his existence.  Disappointed.  Aunt Sheila was in a state of perpetual disappointment.

Chris took a long sip of coffee and decided to divert the conversation, at least until he could get a handle on what the hell they should do.  “Ya know, Edith has a whole list of questions you’re s’posed to answer, too,” he said twinkling at her.


“She wants to know my cup size,” Jenny said in a droll voice she was able to summon up on occasion.


Chris continued to twinkle.  “Oh— No, it’s WAY more intimate than that.  That’s Edith 101.  We’re already at Edith 707 or maybe 909.  Does it go up that high?”


Jenny ignored the question.  “What does she want to know?”


Chris scrolled up and down Edith’s set of questions.  “Essentially, she wants to know what it’s like for you suddenly being married to a girl.  ...essentially.”


Jenny shifted in her chair.  She picked up her lavender mug, looked at it and put it back down.  “I feel like I’m getting ambushed here.”


Chris chuckled.  “Oh, yeah, tell me about it.  Would you rather I just printed it out for you?”

“No.  I’m here.  Try one out.  We’ll see how it goes.”


Chris continued to scroll up and down.  “Okay, here’s an easy one.  Do you still feel like you’re married to your husband?”


“That’s an easy one?” Jenny paused, focusing on the screen.  A long moment passed by.

“Well?”


“I’m still thinking.”


“Jesus Christ, that’s a hard one?”


Jenny’s eyes darted to his then back to the screen.  “It’s not that it’s hard exactly.  It’s just that I want to be accurate.”


“...fuck.”


“No, it’s really not that way...exactly.  I do definitely know that somewhere in there you’re still my husband.”  She stopped.  “Okay, that didn’t come out quite right.”

“Jesus Christ.”  Chris scrolled down and then into the next page.  “Okay, here’s an easier one.  How would you describe the sex now that your husband has had this operation?”

Boy do I wish I hadn’t come in here, Jenny’s mind screamed at high key inside her head.  “Well...  There’s only been the one time so far.”

“Whose fault is that?”


“It’s nobody’s fault. I’m not laying blame; I’m just stating a fact.”


“Okay.  How was the one time?”


“It was great...truly great.  You were terrific, Chris.”


“Better than the old Chris?”


“Aw c’mon.  You’re making it so I can’t win this one.  I had the Big-O, okay and I’ve had many Big-Os when you were...the way you were.”

“So...no problem?”


Jenny squinted at him.  “I’m assuming you want me to be truthful.  The other day...you did me. That’s one half of it.  I don’t know how it’s going to be with me doing you.”

Chris nodded.  He was wearing jeans which were just beginning to lose their just-bought personality.  He had on what was becoming his new uniform, the black t-shirt, not tucked in but he’d forgotten once again to wear his bra.  
She glanced at Chris’s breasts and shuddered inside her mind...though not in the good way.  An image flashed into her mind, the image of pulling down Chris’s jeans and...looking around for a nice stiff male penis.  It wasn’t going to be there.  She was going to have to go down and do what Chris had been doing for eighteen years...go muff diving.  It made her teeth chatter at the thought.  “I just don’t know.”
*

*

*

*
On the eighteenth floor of the Lit-Group International building, Edith sat behind her desk in the suite that Banyan Publishing had been leasing for the past seven years.  It was like most of the other publishing offices in the building, only a little bit larger and the teak on the desks and counters was real half-inch-thick teak, not plastic laminate.  They had made most of their money publishing tell-alls of the rich-and-famous, plus tell-alls of the suddenly infamous.
Edith was just getting off the phone with Suzy Malcolm, one of fifteen literary agents that she had talked to that afternoon.  It was getting late. The sun had already set in the dark narrow canyons that were Manhattan.  There was a book signing to attend to at seven at Doubleday’s and Suzy had still another hot potential best-seller she was pitching.  From the sound of it, it was another B-List story about a dysfunctional family...just not dysfunctional enough to get a book deal.  Suzy could tell it was a losing battle, but they played out the kabuki theater melodrama as they always did and Edith’s demeanor was always at its kindest when she was sacking a story.
Edith’s monitor chimed, telling her another e-mail was coming in.  She hit the read button and saw that it was from Chris.  This was going to be fun.  It was a guaranteed ten to twelve million in sales no matter what was between the covers, literally or figuratively. But she had decided that she liked the two of them.  They were savvy, but just country-fried enough to make it interesting.  It just would have been a lot more interesting if she had gotten to know Chris before the operation. The word, Movies, jumped into her mind from out of nowhere.  With a little luck Chris had documented his family, and hopefully himself with some video recordings.  She scrolled down her Rolodex to find Chris’s number just as the phone rang for the tenth time in twenty minutes.  It was Anselm Collier, her counterpart at McKenzie four floors down.
She greeted him with one of her standard off-color greetings.  “We really can’t go on meeting like this,” she giggled into the receiver.  Ole Anselm looked like a hundred which made the whole thing almost respectable.

“A long time ago you did a book with Terri Cramer, right?” Collier said.  She had an affair with a senator and he’d been on the short list to run for president.
Edith had to think for a moment.  “Yup, I remember.  It was maybe nine years ago though.  Why, what’s up?”

“I’m just surprised she didn’t come back to you.”

“Not as surprised as I am,” Edith said. “Who’s she screwing now?”
“I’d rather not do this on the phone.  Do you think you could spare an old man about five minutes.  I’d like to know what I’m getting into...” He stopped and they both laughed.  “Sorry ‘bout that.  I probably could have phrased that better.”

“I was just thinking that you phrased it perfectly.  I’ll be down in two minutes...and don’t take that wrong.” 
Edith bustled by Tracy Mendel, the new receptionist, keys in hand.  “SOS, Dear.  Just make sure you lock the doors when you leave.”

In the hallway, Edith stood at the entrance to the elevator and spritzed a tiny waft of French perfume between her cleavage.
Inside in the reception area, she dimly heard Tracy’s voice greeting someone on the phone.  Her telephone voice was just a bit grating, a bit too Midwestern for Manhattan. She’d have to talk to her about that. 

 Just as the elevator doors were closing, Edith vaguely registered a small pop...probably one of the flood lights over the aquarium.  The air pump in the fish tank had a way of splashing on the bulbs and then it was forty minutes cleaning out the tank.  And then the sound of a vacuum cleaner starting up. Is this Friday? she thought. The cleaning people always came on Friday.  No...it was Wednesday.  The signing at Doubleday’s was definitely Wednesday.  She knew that for sure. 


   three minutes later

In the reception area, the vacuum seemed a little too loud...loud enough that Tracy Mendel had to get off the phone.  She stood up to see which room the cleaning man was in.  The sound was different.  Vacuums went back and forth.  This one  sounded like whoever was vacuuming was just standing there playing with themselves.

Through the glass partition Tracy noticed that the entire hallway now looked like it was snowing.  What the hell???  No, it wasn't snow...it was finer...it was more like fog.  But then there was an odd smell.  It was a lot like when her stove had gotten stuck that one time at her old apartment.  Ms. Fleming was going to be hugely pissed-off for sure and she shuddered at the prospect of having to go back to the want ads.  She stood up a second time to see what was going on.  The last image that flashed in her mind before she was incinerated was a blooming orange cloud in the reception area and the glass bursting.
                                     Chapter Thirty-One

Jonas Bishop, retired lieutenant commander who even at age fifty-eight looked like your worst nightmare, a black refrigerator-of-a-man, or the worst hit man you could imagine, stood in a conservative three-piece suit watching a bank of television monitors...all running different angles of the same shot.  It looked very much like that first 9-11 shot, the eighteenth floor of the Lit-Group International Building hemorrhaging clouds of black smoke and orange flames.  

The smoke was heavy and drifted down the side of the building like a falling charcoal veil.  One lone pedestrian far below had had the foresight to video what was going on at the time.  As he held his cell phone camera up toward the sky a nearly invisible shard of plate glass neatly dissected him. His last words were, “Aw fu...”  He hadn’t said enough of the “fuck” for it to be censored out or bleeped and the twelve-second movie was running over and over.

Seeing it, Jonas Bishop mouthed a similar retort.  “Fuck me,” he whispered.  It had taken Bishop all of four and a half seconds to connect the dots.  The profiler had been absolutely certain that the way the threat-letters were worded, there would be some window of opportunity, however token, to allow ABC and Banyan Publishing to acquiesce to their demands.  The profiler had been absolutely wrong and now dozens of people were dead.  Even at that, Bishop had insisted that an agent go over and recon the building, talk to the head of Banyan.  It wasn’t going to look good in the media now: FBI does...Absolutely Nothing.  Entire floor of Lit-Group International blown away.  It was still a matter of speculation whether the entire building would have to be torn down.

Bishop picked up the remote and increased the volume as he watched the video for what was now the second time in under a minute.  It was one of Diane Sawyer’s B-group stand-ins, her eyes frantic, her hair tousled, her voice strained and thin as if the explosion had passed completely through her.

“I suppose if there’s any good news at all to be gleaned from this,” she said, “it is that, despite appearances, the New York Fire Department has assured me that this was not at all like 9-11.  With 9-11 there was the terrific impact of the airliner colliding.  But more importantly, there were thousands of pounds of jet-fuel which essentially melted the steel columns and concrete so that each succeeding floor pancaked on top of the lower.  This explosion was different, more like ordinance or what is known as a fuel-air explosion.  The first blast consumed all of the oxygen in the eighteenth floor actually suppressing the possibility of secondary fires for at least a minute or so.”  The reporter took a long breath.  “Little solace, however, for the forty-three people who were instantly incinerated.”

As Bishop dialed-up the executive’s offices for ABC, he was put through instantly and was greeted with an uncharacteristic greeting.  “What the hell’s going on?  I thought somebody was handling this!”

From twenty-two years telling it straight to his sailors, all he could think to say was, “I don’t know.”  A long pause ensued.  “Despite what was recommended by the profilers, we had three agents on their way over to Lit-Group.  If they had gotten there any sooner...they, too would have been dead.  There would have been no advantage.”

“Yeah, well... That’s not my problem.  What I want to know is, what the hell you’re going to do for us?  We can’t just fold our tent and stop doing the news.  There are about forty-five gazillion ways to get into the building.  You planning on having a couple of agents at every damn one of them?”

“What would you recommend?” Bishop asked.


“You’re asking me?  Now you’re really freaking me out.  How the hell should I know?”


“We have the evidence response teams on their way from both our New York and Philadelphia offices.  They’ll be going over every square inch of the eighteenth floor.  Unfortunately, the eighteenth floor is still hot.  They won’t be able to enter for at least twelve hours, and that’s assuming that it’s safe to enter.  But once they do enter...there are always remnants, residue.  We will know exactly where the explosion took place and what sort of ordinance was used.”

“And how the hell does that help me, right now?”


“It doesn’t.  I might remind you that your company wasn’t the only one threatened.  The Bureau itself has been threatened.  We’re taking this very seriously.  If I may be candid with you, the damned thing about this attack is, it seems illogical.  By all rights...”

“By all rights?  Listen to yourself.  Banyan Publishing was on their hit list.  Banyan Publishing doesn’t exist anymore.  Are we next?  Do you have any answers at all?”


“Sir— I assure you we’re doing every possible thing we can do right now.  If I were you, I’d consider moving Miss Sawyer to an undisclosed location and at least for the moment, distancing yourself at least until we get a better handle on who the hell is doing this.”

“Gee...  That’s a great idea.  Let me get a pencil and write that one down.”



*

*

*

*


Craig Atglen was unaccustomed to being patted-down.  Oh, the first time had seemed logical enough and in a way, almost comforting.  With everything that was going on and with guards at each set of stairs and two at the elevators, it wasn’t likely that any Die Hard movies would be playing out at Doylestown Memorial.  But the young Japanese woman who was guarding Mannstein’s private room seemed like an android...no sense of humor whatsoever and no common sense.  The second time he tried to enter, she insisted on the same ID check, the same pat-down, the same questions... the look in the eye as if she had never seen him before.  On the third visit, right before visiting hours were over, Atglen came upon the same pat-down.  As she felt beneath his armpits and down the small of his back he said, “Excuse me, but...”  He looked down to peer at her name tag. “Mizz Tanaka, by any chance, do remember me from the last two visits?”

She stopped her patting and stood up to peer directly into his eyes.  The feeling that she might actually be an android was only made stronger. “Yes, I remember, Dr. Atglen,” she said and then kneeled down to resume patting the air inside his pant legs.  


“Ah— So you are aware that I am Dr. Mannstein’s personal physician, not to mention best friend for more than ten years.”

“I wasn’t aware that you were his best friend, doctor.” 


“Yes.  And as such, do you really think it’s necessary that you pat me down every time I enter the room?”


“I’m sorry that it inconveniences you, Dr. Atglen, but I assure you it’s necessary.”


Like so many doctors who had become accustomed to being treated like demi-gods by nurses, patients, neighbors, he had come to think of himself as an exception to the rule.  “I understand,” he said, “but just out of curiosity, could you explain to me a logical scenario in which I would be Dr. Mannstein’s friend and associate for ten years only to change suddenly into a wild-eyed right-wing terrorist?”

“My job isn’t to speculate, Dr. Atglen.  My job is to protect Dr. Mannstein from any possible assault.”


He almost started to grin.  The young woman standing before him, patting between his legs couldn’t have weighed more than ninety pounds and looked barely capable of lifting a grocery bag.  But when she looked back at him, her look was grim and lethal.  “I understand,” he said rather meekly it seemed.  “So, do I still check-out okay?”

“You do,” she said, “though if you don’t mind, I’d like you to leave your lab coat with me.”

“Why is that?  I didn’t have to do that yesterday.”


“That is correct.  But today forty-three people are dead...who were alive this morning.  And Dr. Mannstein is a prime target.  Your lab coat please...”

Inside, Ben Mannstein was staring up at the monitor on the wall. The audio was turned off.  As he approached Mannstein’s bed they caught eyes, but Mannstein’s hadn’t changed.  They still looked dead, as if he’d been drugged and drained of all life-energy.  

Atglen peered down at his clipboard.  “The nurses say you haven’t exactly been cooperative.”

“The nurses are one hundred percent correct,” Mannstein said.


“You know that you have to do basic exercises, particularly now if you intend to operate again.”  Atglen waited a respectful moment.  “I assume you do intend to operate again...sometime.”


Mannstein took to staring up at the ceiling.  “What’s that old saw?  When you assume, you make an ass out of you and me...  And I know by heart every two-bit piece of Psych 101 they teach us in med school.  It’s not gonna work.  The fact of the matter is: right now I don’t give a flying fuck...about anything.”

“I see.”  Atglen flipped the cover shut on his clipboard and turned to leave.  He made it all the way to the door.

“Craig.”


When Atglen turned around, there were tears rolling down Mannstein's cheeks.  “Suzanne’s gone,” he whispered.  “She’s gone.  What the fuck do I do?”


Atglen walked over.  He sat down on the edge of the bed and stared at the top of his clipboard.  It was brushed aluminum and had been a stocking-stuffer four Christmases ago.  Now it was beat-up and scratched, just the way he liked it.  It had taken years to get that way. “Beats the crap out of me.”  He glanced over at his old friend but couldn’t bear to look him in the eye.  “There’s...whisperings round the water cooler, Ben.”

“Yeah?  What kind of whisperings?”


“It looks like it’s split right now.  You have a loyal following, by the way.  But...everybody’s scared.  After the bombing of the Lit-Group building, some of them are seeing you like a big red X painted on the roof of Doylestown Memorial.”

“Ahh,” Mannstein said as if in revelation.  “That one slipped right by me.  Do they want to tie me to a stake out in the parking lot?  Make me an easier target?”


“No.  But they’re scared just the same.”

“Ya know what?  I’ll be happy to go.  They took what was the best of me.  They took Suzanne.  Why not take the rest?”


“If Suzanne were here right now, she’d grab your ear like she did at the Christmas party last year and try and yank it off.”

Ben smiled.  “Yeah, she has a temper.  ...had a temper.”


“She’d want you to fight back.  Or at the very least, not roll over and play dead.”

“Yeah,” Mannstein sighed.  “Except right this moment I am dead.  There’s nothing inside.”

“Yes, there is.  There’s Suzanne.  She’s still living inside you.  Her memory is still alive inside your mind.”


“I know the psychology...but it’s not the same.”


“Right now, it’s all you’ve got, Ben.”

                                     Chapter Thirty-Two

Chris sat alone in the upstairs den with the lights and the computer off.  He stared out the aquarium window at the backfields, the fields where a hundred years ago he had shown Meredith her first raccoon sleeping way up in the crook of a tree.  It was where he’d first learned how to maneuver his brand new Kubota.  It had been a birthday present for him, though they both knew it was a large investment for them...an investment in Chris’s landscaping future.  
Jenny had called Mike over at Histand’s and coordinated with him.  She dragged Chris out in the front yard supposedly to dig some holes so she could plant some irises.  And then...roaring down the road was Mike on a brand new spanking orange tractor with fifty silver Mylar balloons streaming along behind.  

Jenny was a terrible actress.  She said, “Oh my, isn’t that Mike?  I wonder where he’s going.”


Chris stood up and knew instantly.  He slapped the biggest make on Jenny and grabbed her ass and they French-kissed.  Mike pulled in smartly and parked the tractor in a nice three-quarter view with the front wheels cocked jauntily into a sharp right turn.  In Chris’s mind it was as exciting as a shiny new Ferrari...better!  He remembered Mike walking him around, showing him how everything worked, how to check the oil, remove the access panels, raise and turn the bucket, engage the PTO.  It had been a different world back then.

And now, now forty-three people were dead because he’d had an operation he didn’t even ask for and the count was likely to go higher, possibly Jenny...possibly Meredith. It was impossible to conceive of something happening to them.  And then there were all the agents and innocents who were trying to protect them.  They could die too, and for what?  So that he could go on digging ponds and erecting gazebos?

He opened the bottom left drawer of his desk and looked around almost absent-mindedly.  It was the one drawer that held every patch cord, SCSI cable, and transformer he had ever bought.  It looked like a tangle of plastic snakes in some form of mating ritual.  But in the back and under all the cables he found what he was looking for.  It was a 9 millimeter Taurus handgun that he had received in partial payment for a rock wall that he had put in for one of his neighbors.

At the time, it’d seemed like a good idea and the morning he got it he took about twenty shots into the dead tree at the end of the property.  Jenny stood there with arms folded through the whole thing, looking disapprovingly and then took it from him as if it were a dead mouse.  “You don’t need this thing,” she said at the time.  “I don’t like the idea of having it around.”

He’d stuck it in the back of his desk drawer years ago and it had only gathered dust.  Now he removed it and then spent the next five minutes trying to find the clip.  It was behind some books in the bookcase and when he picked it up, it felt heavier than he’d remembered it.  He looked down at his own feminine fingers slipping the clip into the bottom slot of the gun and then pulling back the slide.  It slid back with a solid metallic click and then returned, the hammer now locked back into its threatening position.

Jenny tapped at the door and slid in quietly with two cups of coffee.  She took one look at the gun and dropped both of them.  “Oh my GOD!!!” she screamed and for a moment time just hung there in neutral, the clock ticking but the seconds failing to go by.

“No, it’s not what you think,” Chris managed to squawk.  “I was just...”


“Is that thing loaded?”


Chris looked down at it. It was not only loaded, it was one soft squeeze away from eternity.  He slid the heel of his hand in front of the hammer and gently, carefully uncocked the hammer.

“What the Hell are you doing?”  She stepped closer.  “It is loaded.  You were going to...  You were going to...  Give me that, Right Now!”


“Wait a minute, it’s loaded,” Chris said. “Let me get the clip out.  You could hurt yourself.”  He started to hand it to her but stopped.  “Wait.  There’s still a bullet in the chamber.  It’s still dangerous.”  He fumbled, his hands shaking trying to remove the bullet.  It finally popped out and fell on the floor.”

She took the pistol from him and double-checked it.  “Is it safe now?”


“Yeah.  There’s no bullets in it.”


The next second Jenny did what she’d promised she would never do...ever.  She slapped him hard, harder than she’d intended and his face whipped to one side.  Chris didn’t fight back.  He just sat there looking at the wall.

As soon as she’d done it, she knew it was wrong.  It wasn’t just Chris’s cheek anymore it was the cheek of a young woman and it was blossoming to a brilliant scarlet.  “Oh, God, I’m sorry,” she said kneeling down next to him.  “I’m sorry.  We both promised...”


“No, it’s okay,” Chris whispered.  “I just...  I don’t know what the fuck to do.  If we keep on like this, you and Mere are...not going to make it.  They just took out the entire population of Banyan Publishing just because they wanted to do a book...on me.  This is insane.  What do you think they’re gonna do with us?  I can’t have this.  I can’t have them killing you and Mere.  I have to do something.”

“Well this isn’t the answer,” she said waggling the pistol like a dead animal.

He looked in her eyes. They were wet and miserable.  “If the tables were turned...  If a bunch of people had just died because of you and you knew that Mere and I might be next...  What would you do?”


“Well, I sure as hell wouldn’t kill myself,” Jenny said.


“Are you sure?”


“Yes—  I’m one hundred percent sure,” she said emphatically.  She busied herself picking up the coffee cups and avoided his eyes.  “This is a mess,” she said looking at the stains.  “I have to get some paper towels.”

“Jenn...”

She stood up and adjusted her skirt.  She looked around on the floor.  “What?”


“Jenn...  Look at me.”


Her eyes darted to his. “What?” she repeated.


“What the hell am I supposed to do?”

                                    Chapter Thirty-Three
“Do either of you actually understand the meaning of the word, terror?” Joe Fromme asked quietly from behind a foam cup of McDonald’s coffee.  In another world, in another country, in another kind of reality, he might have been mistaken for some kind of twisted Mahatma Gandhi with his softness of voice and focus of vision, though Fromme’s vision was far different than Gandhi’s.

Both Edward and William Fromme knew that when their father was speaking in this sort of voice it was best to remain silent.  Edward reached across the grey metal desk in the office of the warehouse and opened up a third packet of sugar into his coffee.

“I guess it’s to scare the beejeezus out of people,” Billy said finally, thinking that someone should probably say something.

Joe pondered long over the answer and then sat down on one of the metal chairs that came with the building.  “Yes,” he said finally, “but that only answers a small part of the question.    Knowing that there is a raging bull outside your house is frightening, but it isn’t something to be terrified of.  You can remain inside.  You can all the police, and it’s unlikely that the bull is going to unlock the door and come in, search you out and kill you.  If, however, you live in a house where there is a small but extremely clever snake whose sole reason for existence is to kill you...that is terror.”

“Because you don’t know where it’s going to turn up, in your desk drawer, under your pillow, in the cuff of your jeans,” Ed said.


“That is correct,” Joe said.  “But efficient terrorism is more than that.  The first roadside bombings, the first person to hijack an airplane...that was efficient terrorism.  But it is the nature of man to accommodate even the most gruesome of acts, to quantify them, name them, and then take steps to counter them.  And in so doing, mankind pretends it has control...and with that control, the terrorism diminishes.  To be most productive, terrorism must have a degree of randomness, illogic, uncertainty.  That is the true terrorism and that is the most efficient terrorism, because afterwards, little or nothing needs to actually be done.  The threat alone is the most powerful lever to achieve...what you want to achieve.  If you were to talk to a British subject back in the seventeen hundreds, America consisted of nothing but terrorists.  They didn’t march in a straight line.  They didn’t wear brightly colored uniforms and most importantly, they didn’t play by the rules.  They hid behind trees, they ambushed, they used subterfuge, they pretended to be wounded or townsfolk, farmers.  They did whatever they thought was necessary to win.  And because we won, we are considered heroes.  If England had won, they would have been hanged as terrorists.”

Ed and Billy knew not to say anything at all.  They just waited a long respectful minute.  “Who are we blowing up next?” Billy finally said.


“I haven’t decided,” Joe answered. “But now more than ever, we must think like our enemy. We must profile them in the same way that they are trying to profile us.  If we do that...we will win.”  He stood up abruptly from his chair. It was fast enough that Billy reached reflexively for his pistol.  He gave his brother a startled look and slid back into his chair.

“And now, Edward...  Billy...  How long has it been?”


“How long has what been?” Billy asked.


Joseph Fromme removed his hat and held it by his side.  “Feel free to join in... 
The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.  
He maketh me to lie down in green pastures.  
He leadeth me beside the still waters. He restoreth my soul.  
He leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for His name’ sake.
Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: For thou art with me...”
                                     Chapter Thirty-Four

“Mr. Knowles, I don’t know what the hell else I can say to convince you that you have to get your ass out of here,” Tinsman said.  “You’re sitting ducks...which means we’re all sitting ducks.  And I for one don’t like it.”


Chris was sitting on the sofa still half-wondering whether he shouldn’t just take himself out and save the rest of his family.  It was impossible to think straight.  It was impossible to concentrate on anything at all.  He wondered whether this was what it was like living day to day on a battlefield in Iraq or Afghanistan...people out there somewhere actively planning how they were going to kill you.  
He’d started sitting away from any windows...just in case.  And every car that drove by now made his blood pressure spike.  “I’m not trying to fight you,” he said in a low voice.  “I just want to know where you’re gonna take us where it’ll be safe.”

“Oh, well right now I’ve got an easy answer to that one.  Any other place on the planet.  You’re like a deer just sittin’ in a field with a bull’s eye strapped to your chest.  It’s time to go, Chris.”


Chris looked at him.  “Okay.  But I’ve got Jenny, Meredith...the mortgage, the bills. And if I remember correctly, I think I even used to have a job.”

Tinsman joined him at the window.  He peered down to the lower field.  He could see two agents, motionless against trees.  “I understand.  I really do.  But for right now, screw the mortgage. Screw the bills.  We need to get you outta here.  We have safe havens dotted around the country, quiet little places that nobody knows about that are set up better than this place for protection.”

“And what about coming back here?  Will it ever be safe enough to come back here or are we just...gone?”

“Candidly?  If you don’t survive, who the hell cares about the rest of that crap?”

Meredith’s shadow agent, Rebecca Maitland, was fast becoming the gopher for what was now the Knowles compound.  She had gone to CVS with a laundry list of toiletries, picked up Meredith’s allergy pills, plus Jenny’s melatonin.   And now that she thought of it, the sanitary napkins she was buying could be Meredith’s or Jenny’s or Chris’s.  It wasn’t exactly what she’d been trained for, but at the moment it was the Bureau’s highest profile case.  It would look good on her records later on...the Clarice Starling of her class.
At the Acme, she traipsed up and down the aisles tossing cereal boxes and bottles of tomato sauce in the shopping cart while keeping constant watch for any unusual movements in front of her or behind her.  Her Glock 23 was tucked comfortably into its shoulder holster and she had zipped her windbreaker down so that it hid the gun, but still allowed for easy access.  It felt good there next to her chest, warm from her body heat, but hard and capable..the great equalizer.  At the FBI shooting range she had come in third in a class of twenty-three, not bad by any standards and she was highly aware that in one fifth of a second she could have the Glock out, cocked and aimed at its target.  That wasn’t the hard part.  The hardest part was knowing when...and when not to pull it out.  The FBI was not in the business of turning out wild cards.
When she turned the corner into the international foods section, a tall man in a leather jacket in front of her pivoted suddenly in front of her.  For a long second, he blocked the entire aisle as he swung the cart around to face her.  Her right hand slipped off the shopping cart and her index finger touched the blue plastic zipper of her windbreaker.  For a fraction of a second time stopped.  She didn’t even breathe.  She just looked into the eyes of the man who had just turned.  He caught her look instantly.  “Whoa there.  Sorry.  I just remembered I’m s’posed to get some eggs.”  He caught the fear in her eyes.  “Sorry ‘bout that.  I’m afraid I’m not really task-qualified at the art of food shopping.”
Agent Maitland’s right hand rested easier on her windbreaker, but only slightly so.  “I think the eggs are over in aisle one.  They usually put them over in dairy,” she said, keeping her eyes focused on his but then glancing to his hands.  They were still grasping the handle of the shopping cart which was good.
“Thanks kindly,” the man said as he began rumbling noisily down toward the other end of the aisle.

Don’t relax yet, her mind insisted.  This was right out of basic training.  Sometimes the enemy would use subterfuge...approaching and then mentally disarming only to come back five seconds later when you were off-guard.  She busied herself seeming to look up and down at the selection of olive oils, but her eyes darted back and forth toward the ends of the aisle.  If he reappeared, she would see his hand first with a gun in it coming around the end of the aisle.  There wouldn’t be much more than a fraction of a second...but there’d be that much.  Her hand reached inside her jacket and fell on the grip. She slid her index finger through the trigger guard and flipped off the safety.  Her heartbeat had risen to almost one-thirty in the past six seconds and she waited, glancing back and forth at the ends of the aisle.  A moment later, an old woman in a housedress bumped her carriage.  “Excuse me, miss.  I’d like to get some olive oil if it’s not too much trouble.”  Her voice was sarcastic.

Agent Maitland’s eyes darted one more time toward the end of the aisle.  It had been at least ten seconds.  He would have come around by now, while she was still close-by.  “Sorry Ma’am.  Anymore, there’s just so many choices.  Virgin, extra virgin, extra extra virgin.”
“I’m old school,” the woman said flatly, “Either you’re virgin...or ya ain’t.”

Rebecca Maitland laughed politely.  She looked down toward the end of the aisle.  A woman with one of those carts that looked like a plastic race car on the front was coming around.  The child was leaning over trying to pull things off the shelves and the woman seemed to know his exact reach.
In the check-out line, the man was two places ahead of her which was also good.  She watched him unload and joke with the cashier.  She apparently knew him well enough and she relaxed a little bit more.
Half-way through check-out her cell phone rang.  The man turned and looked at her.

  “I’m here,” she said in a soft voice, staring at the man’s face.  “What’cha need?”
“Hey Becky, how ya comin’ over there?”

“Fine.  I picked up some of those girl scout cookies that you like.”

“Hey that’s great.  Listen, I got some good news.  We’re gonna be headin’ out in the not-too-distant future. I figure about a day.  Keep your guard up, though.”

“Always,” Maitland said.  “But that’s real good news.” She looked down at the long line of groceries.  “I’m half-way checked out already at Acme...”

Tinsman thought about it for a moment.  “Okay.  Don’t stir anything up.  Just check-out and come on back.”
“See you in about twenty.  Why the change in attitude?”

“Beats the crap outta me.  I s’pose it’s getting to them too.”
In the parking lot she loaded the four bags of groceries into the back seat, feeling slightly vulnerable.  The run-in with the man had set off her adrenalin.  She could still feel the rush and it felt good to climb up in the safety of the cab, slam the door and know that you have steel plate and two inches of polycarbonate between you and the entire rest of the world.  The tires were special military run-flats.  They could take a solid two second spray of machine gun fire and still keep rollin’.  And even if someone tried to box her in, the Suburban was heavy enough and powerful enough to move anything short of a semi.  As she drove down the first row, she spied the man again.  He was only half-way through loading up, but it looked like he had been successful hitting on the cashier. They were chatting up a storm and he gave her a friendly wave as she drove by.  She waved back and finally smiled.  He didn’t look like a mass murderer anymore.  He just looked like a guy.
At the light at 313 and Cold Spring Creamery, she scanned the three cars stopped.  The chances of anyone timing a stoplight that accurately were approximately zero.  Time to chill out, her mind whispered to her.  You can’t be on ALL of the time.  You’ll burn out in a year.  Tinsman had cautioned her at length about this.  "It's called rookie-itus," he'd said with that fatherly southern grin he had. "Ya start seeing everybody as an enemy and that's not good.  You gotta relax sometime or you’ll eventually just go cuckoo."  
"Rookie-itus" she whispered inside the Suburban and felt a twinge of embarrassment hearing her voice saying the word. She tookin two deep breaths she'd learned in yoga class and let them out slowly.  Then one more as the light changed and she felt slightly better having more oxygen in her system.  
Cold Spring Creamery is one long straight country road about two miles long, connecting Rt. 313 to Rt. 413.  She imagined that at one point it had probably been a farm road at one time, once just dirt, then gravel, and finally as the developments started springing up, a two-lane grey ribbon of asphalt.  It wasn’t that different down in Virginia where she'd  been raised.  Only the number of gravel roads was higher.  Just over a small rise, a pick-up truck came into view about a quarter mile ahead.  It was stopped in her lane with its blinkers on.  Some plastic crates of seedlings had slid out the back.  Instinctively, she reached inside her windbreaker for the Glok...better safe than sorry.  She heard Tinsman's voice inside her head.  Sometimes Becky, a cigar's just a smoke.  
She picked up a pair of slim-line binoculars and watched as old man got out slowly, creakily and walked toward the back of the truck.  He leaned down and peered at the crates.  He very slowly lowered himself down  to pick up the crate. "Bad knees", Becky whispered. Her grandfather had the same thing.  But then a small movement in the field directly to her right caught her attention.  It was a portly man in bib overalls...smiling at her and waving at her like he was waving at a parade.  He looked weird...out of place.  She looked closer.  A large grey rifle was set up on a target mount atop a fencepost.  He was aiming now...at her.  She threw the Suburban in reverse and hit the gas just as the first fifty-caliber bullet hit the precise center of the polycarbonate passenger’s window. The truck lurched sideways about four inches. but the armored window held. It looked now like a silver spider web only made of a hundred curved shards of shattered polycarbonate. The truck had stalled and as she turned the key in the ignition, the second bullet hit nearly the exact spot that the first one had.  The second bullet finished off the last half inch of polycarbonate and Rebecca Maitland’s neck and chest.  The third bullet took out the entire interior of the Suburban.  The windshield and all the windows that were left looked like they’d been sprayed from the inside with red paint.

*

*

*

*

At the warehouse, Billy carried Edward’s pride and joy, the .50 caliber rifle into the back entrance for him.  With Edward’s extra weight and at close to thirty pounds, the rifle was a strain on his back.  He had fashioned a double-wall cardboard box for the rifle and with the odd carrying handle in the middle, it looked more like a folding saw horse or perhaps a collapsible table saw.  Edward was just connecting the telescopic camera from the gun to his laptop when Joe Fromme walked in.  He stopped and looked at the black wire going from the gun to the laptop.
“What’s that?” he said so flatly that it didn’t sound like a question.

“That’s twenty-first century technology, Daddy,” Ed replied, his voice sounding as cheerful as his father’s was flat.  He sounded like a little kid who’d just ridden his first bicycle.  “Would you like to see the culminating moment?  The coup de grace?”  The monitor flickered for a moment and then they watched an image of the hedgerow next to 413.  A red-winged blackbird landed on a fence post, fluffed its feathers and chirped, oobla dee.  The sound was clear, near perfect and the red wing was in perfect focus.  A red truck pulling a horse trailer streamed by from the right.  It was a long slow blur, but you could see the muzzle of the horse out the back. A Honda Accord zoomed by from the other direction and then the image of a blue Chevy Suburban slowing to a stop.  “Now that’s just exactly as you planned,” Edward said.  “Create a diversion...what are they gonna do?  Stop before they get too close.  Makes sense to me.  Apparently made sense to one...” he gazed down at his laptop, "Rebecca Louise Maitland."
At first the person in the Suburban was just a blue blur.  But then Edward upped the focus to 12X.  Suddenly it was as if they were inside the truck.  Rebecca Maitland’s hair was pulled back in a loose pony tail and she had a white La Crosse shirt on under her windbreaker.  There was a long moment.  “She's assessing the situation, trying to figure out if you're for real, Daddy.” Edward chuckled.  “But then...she looks over.  Ooops.  Now who the fuck is that?”
The muzzle blast filled the screen and overloaded the tiny speakers.  They cut out completely.  “I bet they must have heard that into the next county,” Edward said.  The time between the first and second shots timed out to one and a half seconds.  The third shot came a second after that.  “And then...fade to red,” Edward said, turning off the laptop.
“You shot a girl,” Joe said.

“Yeah, I did,” Edward agreed.  “And what do you always drive home about terror?  It’s supposed to be...terror.”

Joe frowned.  “Yeah,” he said, “Yeah, you’re right about that part.  But you’re not supposed to enjoy it.  That was a young woman you just killed.  She’s dead.  Are you aware of that?”

Edward clicked off the computer and slammed it shut, suddenly sullen.  “Yes, I do believe I am,” he said curtly.
                                        Chapter Thirty-Five
Jeff Tinsman was down in the back field behind the Knowles’ house telling the four agents there that they’d soon be leaving when he heard the three shots.  And though they were a good half-mile away, they sounded different, not like a shotgun or a hunting rifle, not even a high-powered hunting rifle at close range.  Nothing else sounds like a .50 caliber and for a fraction of a second it sent his mind back to Quantico...specialist’s training.  When the 50s were being scoped-in, everyone else at the range stopped and turned to see what the hell was going on.  His mind shuddered at the thought.  Agent Sandelli looked in the direction of Doylestown and said, “What the hell is that?”

Tinsman glanced around.  He could see three of the other agents, two of them well hidden in trees unless you knew exactly where to look, one crouched near the tiny white building that used to be the original creamery.  “Tell the others to tighten up and look sharp.  Get the two out of trees.  If that’s what I think it is, they could be shot right through the trunk. 

He trotted back to the house, half expecting to see a charge being launched on the driveway.  He called to two men half-hidden in the arborvitae.  “Get down and get ready.  They may be packing heavy firepower.  Don’t trust anything!”

In the house, Knowles and his wife and daughter looked even more vulnerable if that was possible.  Jenny was clutching Meredith close to her.  Chris stood alone in the middle of the living room.  “What the hell was that?” he asked Tinsman, holding his eyes, looking for the truth.

“I’m not sure,” Tinsman half-lied, “but if all hell breaks loose be prepared to get down in the basement fast.  Do you have any little hidden rooms that nobody would know about?  Any crawl spaces?”

Chris shook his head, the blonde hair finally long enough to move as he shook it.  In the middle of everything, it still looked strange.  “Nothin’,” he said.  “The basement’s just straight cinderblock, nothin’ special.”

“There’s that cubby behind my bed,” Meredith said, “where you packed away all my stuffed animals.”


Tinsman looked to Chris for confirmation.  “Yeah.  It’s small.  It’s where the dormer sticks out from the roof.  It’s really small but...”

“Okay— Chris, take your family up there and make sure it doesn’t look like you crawled in there.  You know what I’m sayin’?”

“Yeah.  Got it.”

 “Take your gun and...if you can, stay away from the window.”


“Understood.”


Tinsman touched Chris’s shoulder.  “Remember, there’s agents all over the place.  Don’t get trigger-happy.”


Chris looked up and stared at him.  “I won’t.  Don’t worry about me.”
As soon as the Knowles’ had disappeared up the stairs, Tinsman flipped his cell phone open and pressed Eight.  

“Romer here.” 
“Frank, I just heard three shots close...half mile max.  It sounded like fifty-cal.”

“Machine gun?”

“Couldn’t tell.  It was just three single shots.  Keep sharp and c’mon back.”
“I’m ten minutes out.”

“Make it five minutes out.”  Tinsman pressed End and then he pressed Nine.  He let it ring four, five, six, seven times and then redialed just to make sure.  Fuck, Fuck Fuck, Don’t let it be Becky.  FUCK!!! 

 He pressed Eight again.  “Yeah, Frank...  Becky’s not pickin’ up.  She was food shopping in Doylestown, but she shoulda been on her way back.”

“I’ll check it out.”

“Yeah.  Watch your ass, Frank.”

At the top of the stairs Chris stopped.  “You took the gun.  Where’d you put it?”

Jenny looked at him, her eyes glazed and pleading.  “Chris.”

“Hey, we don’t have time for that now.  I need the FUCKING gun!  Where is it?”

“I hid it beneath my underwear...bottom drawer.  The bullet thing is in my make-up box.”

“Okay.  You and Mere get in the cubby.  See if you can block the window with the stuffed animals, or whatever you can find.  Make sure everything looks normal when you look at it.  Do you understand?”
“Yes, I understand,” Jenny said.  

She had wrapped the pistol in a pair of black underpants and stuck it in the bottom and in the back of the drawer.  The clip was in a hidden compartment of her jewelry box.  He slid the clip in, chambered a cartridge, and then made damned sure the red safety button was showing.  He stuck the gun into his jeans in the small of his back and pulled his t-shirt over it.
When he entered Meredith’s bed room, he looked around as if he were an intruder.  Everything looked good except the bed was crooked where they’d slid it out to get into the cubby.  He pushed it back and then pulled the clothes hamper over so that when he pulled the trap door shut, he could pull the hamper in to hide the seam of the door.
He pulled the door open and peered in.  Without the window for light it was blackness, just Jenny’s and Meredith’s feet sticking out.  “Is that as far back as you can go?”
Jenny wriggled, but didn’t move.  “It’s real tight in here, Chris.”

Chris kneeled down and backed into the cubby.  With one hand he pulled the hamper closer and with the other, he pulled the door shut.  “This’s as good as I can get it,” he said edging back into the darkness.  He wiggled in next to Jenny.  The gun fell out of his jeans.  He sat up fast to get it and something went clunk in the darkness.  “Ow! Ow! Ow!”  he cried out in a half-whisper.  “Damn!”
“You hit your head?” Jenny whispered.

“Yeah...  One of the ceiling joists.  Man that hurts.”  He felt around on the floor and found the pistol, found the safety.  It was still on and he decided to just hold it in his lap.
Tinsman stood in the doorway between the living room and the little dining area that Chris had closed in.  It gave him a span of vision all the way from the mailboxes to the other end of the property where the arborvitae stopped.  He spied a blue Suburban coming in from the right, from the Doylestown area and slowing.  For a long second he held his breath, hoping to God that it was Rebecca Maitland and that her cell phone had gone dead or she’d lost it in the grocery bags.
He watched the door swing open and then Frank Romer climbed out.  The look on his face told him everything.
Tinsman bolted out.  “Didya call an ambulance?”

Romer looked up.  He shook his head.

Inside, Romer went over the details.  He looked around to make certain the Knowles weren’t in earshot before he spoke.  “Those cocksuckers.  Those fucking cocksuckers!” Romer said, spitting out every word.
“What happened?”

“They must have set up a diversion, blocked the road or something...knowing she’d stop as soon as she saw it.”
“How do you know that?”

“The bullets.  They came in from the passenger’s side window, not the windshield.  And the pattern was tight.  She had to have been stopped at the time and watching whatever was in front of her.  They knew they were shooting a girl and they just...  They just fucking murdered her.”

At the entrance to Meredith’s bedroom, Tinsman stopped and called out.  “Chris?  It’s Jeff Tinsman.  Don’t get trigger-happy okay?  We gotta get out of here.”

At first there was no sound, but then the sound of shuffling around as if there were large animals in the walls.  The hamper moved abruptly and then fell over as Chris pushed open the small trap door.  Meredith climbed out first and brushed herself off.  Then Jenny.  Chris crawled out last on all fours.  He put the gun on the bed and stood up slowly...or tried to.  Jenny caught him as he sagged.  “You okay?” she said holding him from falling down.

“Yeah, I think that bonk on the head was worse than I thought.”

“You okay, Chris?” Tinsman said, his voice low and over-controlled.


“Yeah, I’m fine.  I just hit my head on the joist.  Is everything okay out here?  Are we safe?”


Tinsman looked around the room, trying to weigh out how much he could say.  “We’re safe for the moment,” he said.  “But...  Those sons of bitches just killed Becky.”

Meredith shrieked and began sobbing. “Becky’s dead?  She’s actually dead?”  


Chris rubbed the back of his head to help make the pain go away.  “What happened?” he whispered.  He did a small half turn to get around the bed and then collapsed on the floor.


*

*

*

*
Jonas Bishop stared at the pieces of shrapnel on the lab table.  He was on the lowest floor of the Bureau, two levels below ground and therefore quiet from the sounds of the traffic and the city.  No taxi horns, no diesel mutter or fumes from the buses.  The only time any sound or smell found its way in was when the elevator opened up and there was a distant din from above, telling him that somewhere up above life was going on as usual.

 Bishop listened intently to the technician explaining what he was looking at and what significance it had though he had already formed his own conclusions.  The charred twisted remains of the neck of an orange steel tank, told him part of the story. A small hunk of the bottom of an equally heavy tank...this one green, told him the rest. “An oxygen acetylene bomb triggered to open simultaneously and then fire after evacuating” Bishop said flatly.  “I got it.”

“Oh, but there’s more.  Whoever did this was doing something new...and he was clever.”  Agent McCleary held up a bag with about five pounds worth of charred plastic and metal parts.  “Four days ago this was a Sears Shop Vac, one of the heavy-duty ones they use in factories.  Judging by the small size of the pieces, I’m thinking the perp must have hidden the tanks inside the vac.”

“Fine.  He used a Shop Vac.”

“Yeah, but it’s more than that.  Everywhere on the walls, the ceiling, the floor, everything has a brown charred powder on it.  It’s not just from the acetylene igniting.  This guy managed to broadcast the flour in with the gas and...Voila.  Synergy.  For some reason the whole is more than the sum of its parts.  Substantially so.  It’s clever, but extremely low-tech.”

“What can I use?”

“Not a lot.  There must be thousands of Shop Vacs in the Tri-State.”

“What about the tanks?”

“Nothing remarkable.  Standard gas-welding tanks.  Must be thousands of them as well.”

 “Okay.  Right now you’re telling me nothing.”  Bishop’s phone beeped inside his jacket pocket.  He removed it and looked at the ID.  “What...” he said flatly.  He turned away from McCleary and faced the door to the elevators.  “Oh...”  He inhaled a few times, quick short bursts and then blew out the air.  “Okay.”  He listened some more and then clicked the phone shut.  “How many fifty-calibers are out there?”

“Not that many legal...  Not that many period.  It’s an odd duck even for snipers.  It’s just too big, too noisy, too easy to track.”

“Then track it,” Bishop said.  “They’re going after us now.  Let’s get these sons of bitches.”

                                     Chapter Thirty-Six

Craig Atglen had already removed his lab coat and stood stoically now with arms out, staring straight ahead while Agent Tanaka patted him down for what seemed like the fiftieth time. The tension was palpable. “I’m just doing my job, Dr. Atglen,” she said, attempting to catch his eye. 

“I understand,” Atglen said coldly.  “And I’m trying to do mine.  Are we through?”


“Yes, doctor.”

As he slipped his lab coat back on his eyes scanned over agent Tanaka and got stuck there. 


“They killed one of our agents, Dr. Atglen...over on 413.  That’s not even two miles from here.”

“I know,” Atglen said.  “I watch the news, too.”  As soon as he said it, he knew he’d gone a little too far.  “Sorry.  Everything is pressurized right now.  And in about ten minutes it’s gonna get even more pressurized.”  He looked at her.  “I’m glad you’re doing your job meticulously.  Keep doing it.  I feel like we’re in a war zone right now.”

Atglen tapped at the door and slipped in quietly, half expecting Mannstein to be asleep.  He was over by the window staring out at the cars streaming up and down the 611 bypass. 
 “From outer space,” Mannstein said, “we must look like just so many ants crawling around.  Or maybe just so many blood corpuscles coursing through some tiny veins and arteries.  I wonder if a visitor from outer space might mistake the entire planet for a single biological organism and we’re either blood vessels or...maybe a better analogy would be parasites.  Maybe we’re just six billion fleas on a large spherical blue dog.”

“You watched the news?”

Mannstein continued to stare out the window.  “Yes I did.  And one of the FBI’s finest is now being scraped off the dashboard into a plastic bag...and for what?”
Craig waited a respectful moment before speaking.  “We’ve got more trouble.”
Peering out the window, Mannstein allowed himself a cynical chuckle.  “We've got more trouble?”  He peered down at the cars. “No, I think you’re mistaken.  Everything seems to be moving rather efficiently to me.  C’mere and take a look.”
Atglen had known Mannstein long enough to know not to confront him when he was like this.  Confrontation equaled explosion and that’s exactly what he didn’t need at the moment.  He went to the window and looked out.  “Giant canisters of sarin nerve gas...no more fleas.  I bet that big blue dog would be happy.”

“You’re patronizing me.”

“Yes, I am,” Atglen agreed.  “I need your help.  Actually it’s Chris Knowles who needs your help.  They’re bringing him in now.”
“He’s shot?”

“No.  We could handle that.  He hit his head trying to hide in a closet or something when the shots were fired.  He passed out and now he’s dizzy and can’t walk straight.”
“Could be just a concussion,” Mannstein said.

“Yeah, it could be,” Atglen agreed.  “But when you’ve just had your brain implanted into someone else’s body, it takes on new meaning.”

Mannstein held up his arm and wriggled his fingers beneath the bandages.  “What do you want me to do?  I’m hardly going to be doing any intense surgery.  I still can’t even feel my index finger.”  He peered deeply into Atglen’s eyes.  “Ya really need your fingers if you’re thinking of doing brain surgery,” he said deadpan.
“I know that, Ben.  I’m not asking for you to operate.  I’m asking for you to honcho and watch over.  The only other person qualified to do this is...”

“Dead.” Mannstein nodded to himself.  “Ya know, if I had this to do again...  It was a bad call on my part.  A very bad call.  The guy comes in...half his body is a squished beyond belief and what do we do?  We want to show how adept we are at fixing...anything.”
“You don’t mean that, Ben.”

Mannstein stood up suddenly.  “Don’t I?  If I’d known ahead of time... How many people are dead now, because we tried to save a single life?  Was it worth it?”
“If Suzanne had been the one who was in a wreck...”

Mannstein glared at him.  “You’ve played that card too many times, my friend.”

“Maybe I have.  But address the question.  Answer it.  If Suzanne had been in a wreck what would you have done to save her?”

Mannstein’s face tightened.  His eyes narrowed.  “Everything.  I would have drained the blood bank of the entire east coast if that’s what it took.  I would have lied, cheated, stolen...  I would have done everything.”

“That’s right.  And that’s why we aren’t ants.  Chris is a person just as Suzanne...was a person.  The sanctity of life.  It’s exactly why we aren’t ants.”

Far up to the right on the hospital window an ambulance pulled in fast.  It was sandwiched, front-and-back between two navy-blue Suburbans and the sirens were off.  The short convoy drove in fast past the parking areas then turned and came to a stop.  It seemed like they’d stopped directly beneath his window.  “What do you say, Ben?  Are you still in the land of the living, or should I just start scooping dirt on you?”

Mannstein didn’t say anything.  He looked directly down through the hospital windows.  The back door of the ambulance flew open and a moment later they lifted the gurney out.  It was Chris all right, his blonde hair slightly longer but he looked green.  And he was on oxygen.  “Keep the dirt handy.”
The gurney burst through the automated hospital doors with two agents in front and two behind, guns drawn and ready for action.  Their safeties were on, though it was a moot point.  It took an eighth of a second to go from safety to hot.  Seeing four guys with guns running flat-out toward her, the head nurse at the counter shrieked, which put everybody else into ducking and hiding behind the waiting room chairs.

“FBI— Get back!” the first agent yelled, his voice booming down the corridors.  There was no problem with people getting in their way.  The two agents behind, turned about and took a defensive position, guarding the doors.  The first agent ran up to the counter, ID held up and machine pistol in hand.  He was red-faced and breathing hard.  He held the ID up in front of her face.  “Where’s Mannstein?”

For a fraction of a second her lips started to correct him with a Doctor Mannstein, but she looked in his eyes and stopped.  “Fourth floor, IC wing.  It’s down the first corridor and on your right.”


Four seconds later two agents ran toward the front door with two women between them.  Jenny and Meredith.  They trotted in fast and looked around.  Everyone was behind a chair or trying to hide under a table and they were looking at them.  “Sorry,” Jenny called out.

By the time they got to the elevators the first team was already on its way up to the fourth floor.  As the elevator door slid open, the first agent hopped out and looked around, still carrying his machine pistol at a low angle.  “FBI!!!” he called down the corridor.

“FBI”, Mitsuko Tanaka called back, her voice thin and weaker compared to the first agent.

“Is the floor secure?”


“Yes.”


The agent sheathed his gun and helped push the gurney down the hall at a fast trot.  Jenny and Meredith were two hundred feet behind.  


By the time they got to the far end of the hall, Atglen and Mannstein were already standing there, both in surgical garb though Mannstein had at least two days worth of beard.
Mannstein bent down over Chris and pulled his oxygen off to the side.  “Anybody home?” he whispered in his old familiar and confident bedside manner.


Chris’s eyes fluttered open.  “Doctor Mannstein.”


Mannstein grinned.  “Your visual acuity’s okay,” he said in a soft voice.  He leaned closer and flashed a small penlight into his right eye.  “How ya feelin’?” he asked.

“I hit my head,” Chris said.

“Hard?”

“Yeah, pretty hard.  We were trying to hide from the...”

“Yup, I understand,” Mannstein said, checking his other eye.  “In general, how’ve you been?  A lot of headaches?  Dizziness?”

“No.  Not since whatever you did when the router got gunked up.”
“Good.  That’s excellent news.  But now that you hit your head...  Can you tell me if it feels like it usually feels when you hit your head or does it feel...weird or...different?”

Chris shook his head behind the rubber mask.  “I don’t know.  I don’t want to tell you something and be wrong.  Right now it just hurts.  But it hurts a lot.”

Mannstein patted him on the arm and stood back up.  “It looks like we’re gonna have to bring you in for your five-hundred-mile check up.  He looked over at Atglen.
“Dr. Mannstein,” Chris said, as the nurse was beginning to put the mask back on his face.

“Yes, Chris.”

“I’m sorry.  I’m really really sorry.”

Mannstein looked down at him.  “Yeah.  So am I.  There’s a lot of crazies out there, aren’t there?”

                                    Chapter Thirty-Seven

Billy Fromme compressed the mold on fixture forty-three of what would eventually be three strings of fifty Christmas lights.  At least they looked like Christmas lights.  “I don’t see why we’re goin’ to all this trouble.  Who gives a flyin’ fuck if they look like Christmas lights or little ducks or donkey dicks, we’re just gonna blow them the fuck up.”


“Okay,” Edward grinned as he precisely cut the lengths of Primacord and then carefully inserted the EBW, exploding bridge-wire detonators into the ends,  “last time I counted there were six FBI agents manning the outside exits at Doylestown Memorial and I don’t know how many are inside at this point.”


“Yeah.  So...”

  
“So every damned one of them is primed and loaded for some kind of attempt to get into the hospital.  So...we’re not going to even attempt to go in the hospital.  Does that sound reasonable?”


Billy hated it when Edward went into his teachy-preachy voice.  It felt like he was back in Tupelo sitting in the back of Mrs. Conklin’s class picking his nose and staring out the window.  He never cared much for Mrs. Conklin.  “Yeah, it sounds real reasonable,” Billy muttered, “but it don’t explain why we’re makin’ fuckin’ Christmas lights.”


“Oh, but you don’t get it,” Ed grinned, “these are environmentally friendly green LED Christmas lights.  They’re gonna last two-hundred thousand hours and save the hospital at least two hundred bucks a piece.  Well, they would save two hundred bucks a piece if the wires weren’t Primacord and the little sockets you’re making weren’t C-4.  But you want to know what’s really cool?”  Ed reached over and plugged what looked like the Primacord into the outlet and the string lit up on the table.  “They actually work.  It’s all in the details.”


“I like it the old-fashioned way,” Billy said.  “You light the fuse and run like hell.”


Ed nodded patiently as he pulled the plug out of the socket. “Yeah that’s great,” he said, “Only...can you run twenty-six thousand feet in one second?  Cuz that’s how fast this Primacord burns.  And if anybody gets curious and comes over to check, I can plug ‘em in and go into my spiel about how much they can save going with LEDs.  And when we’re done here, you’re gonna be spraying all three sets a nice Christmas green, just to make everything perfect.”

“You’re a dick, you know that, Edward?”


Joe Fromme came out of the bathroom looking grave as ever.  His skin had become ashen in recent years. The forty years of smoking and drinking bourbon had left their mark.  The cough was there all the time now, but particularly in the morning.  When he spat in the toilet the phlegm was yellow mixed with veins of red.  There wasn’t much point in saying anything.  With Ed and Billy for children, it wasn’t a good idea showing weakness.  He lit a cigarette and waved the match out as he scanned over the work table.  He walked over and surveyed the workmanship.  “They light up?”

Ed leaned over and plugged in the closest strand.  “Deck the halls with boughs of holly,” he hummed under his breath.  

“Good.  What’s the diameter of the columns?”


“Four feet.”


“How long are your strings?”


“Twenty-four feet.

“So each one will go around about twice.”

“Yup, and I’m gonna stagger it so that they’re evenly spaced.”


Joe picked up a socket that Billy had just released from the mold.  It looked like a small pine cone.  “How many ounces?”

“They’re a little less than one and a half ounces each.”

Joe did the math in his head.  It was overkill, but this wasn’t a demo project for a job.  All the strings had to do was slice the three hollow steel columns in half. “And you’re sure they’re hollow...”

“I thunked ‘em myself,” Ed said, his voice growing impatient.  He had already thought of everything.  It wasn’t necessary to have Pop checking his work.

“Cuz if they poured concrete down in those columns...this wouldn’t do shit.”


“You can go check it out for yourself if you like,” Ed said rising slowly to his feet.


“Don’t get all pissed-off.  It’s the details.  If you miss the details you’re fucked.”

Billy chuckled as he pulled the next C-4 pine cone out of the mold.  “That’s funny.  That’s just what Ed said, not two minutes ago.”


Joe looked back and forth between his sons.  “Okay, I got one more thing I want you to do.  I got a letter for you to transcribe.  Everything the same, same font, same paper, same gloves...”

Ed sat back down and cleared his throat.  He looked up at his father.  “Ya know, if we just e-mail ‘em, there’s fewer things to go wrong.  No chance of prints, tracing fonts, the possibility of a hair falling in the envelope...all that shit.”


Joe nodded slowly as he spoke, his eyes a pale watery blue, but otherwise dead.  “Everything you say is true,” he said, “but as good as you are with computers, there are people out there who are better.  They got ways a tracing computers that we probably don’t even know about.  We’ll do it by mail.”  He looked over at Billy.  “Okay, once Ed finishes the letter, I want you to drive it all the way down to Philadelphia to mail it and I want you wearin’ gloves all the way.  From the moment Ed hands it to you, till the moment you drop it in the box...gloves.”

“I could just take it into Souderton,” Billy offered.  “Save me ‘bout two hours of drivin’.”

“Bad idea,” Ed said.  “The feds would see the Souderton postmark and they’d be up here like a rifle bullet.” 


Joe handed him the folded-up sheet of yellow-lined paper.  And as usual, when Ed unfolded it a match fell out.  Ed nodded at the match and started reading aloud.

I believe you are now aware that we are serious concerning this blasphemy that has occurred against God.  We, the Lambs of God will give you two days, 48 hours from the receipt of this letter to rectify the sin that you have committed.  The brain and soul that was stolen from Catherine Flanagan must be returned to its rightful owner.  If you do not comply with this directive, we promise you, the wrath of God Almighty will be upon you. 
 The Lambs of God

Ed folded the sheet of paper back up.  “Are we really going to give them two days?”

Joe nodded.  “Yes we are.”


“Do you really think they’re going to kill Chris Knowles to save their own asses?”


Joe shook his head. “I can’t be certain.  I don’t think so.  But it’s possible that Mr. Knowles will find the error of his ways and do the right thing.  We’re going to give him the opportunity.”


“You want us to wait before installing the Christmas lights?”


“I don’t think that’ll be necessary.”

                                      Chapter Thirty-Eight

It felt good donning his surgical gown again, pulling the paper cap down on his head, the smell of the surgical gloves, the smell of antiseptic.  Scrubbing up next to Atglen, it felt good.  No, not good, his mind corrected, comfortable.  This was the first in weeks that he had something powerful enough to concentrate on that it temporarily forced the thoughts of Suzanne off to the side.


“It’s not as impressive as you’re making it,” Mannstein said, scrubbing his fingers, his knuckles in particular and then his nails.  He bumped the water off with his elbow and even that felt strangely comfortable.  For the moment, he existed in a safe invisible bubble of work and routine.  “The technology of the router stands on the shoulders of fourteen thousand other weenies, beginning with the first guys who soldered all those connections on the ENIAC which weighed about thirty tons and ran on vacuum tubes.  Then there’s Wosniak and Jobs and a thousand little companies all perfecting, perfecting, perfecting.  The big jump wasn’t the circuitry; it was partly the inherent electrical properties of Graphene and interfacing it really, really fast with the human body. And how did we solve that?  Circuitry.”


Atglen sensed the subtle change in Mannstein’s demeanor and was smart enough not to call attention to it.  This was either the beginning of the rebirth of Dr. Benjamin Mannstein, or a frail ephemeral bubble that could burst at any moment.  

“When the Router first defaulted, was it circuitry or biological?”


“Technically, it wasn’t a default.  The router was humming along like the Energizer Bunny Rabbit, banging its little pink drum and marching along.  What happened was there was the tiniest gap in one of the wire connections going into the router.  And as you know, Mommy Nature abhors a vacuum.  She just had to probe around and see if she couldn’t fill that plastic cavity with a whole lotta crap.  Between nature and mankind, guess who won.”
In the operating room, two nurses stood at stand-by, though in truth, today was not surgery in the strictest sense.  It was more like taking your Toyota Camry in and hooking it up to a big diagnostic machine.  Janine Talbot, who had been with Gertz, had driven up from Johns Hopkins to help with the electronic end of things.  She sat at a small stainless-steel surgical cart, draped in green, with her laptop glowing on top.  Chris was already in position, lying on her stomach, her head off to the left and the back of her neck exposed and painted yellow with antiseptic.
“How ya doin’ buddy?” Mannstein asked putting his hand on Chris’s shoulder to calm him down.
“Fine,” Chris answered, his voice soft, feminine, and frail and yet somehow you could tell that a male was responding.
“Any symptoms last night?  Did you sleep okay?”

“Except for getting waked up to take a sleeping pill and their taking my blood pressure every fifteen minutes...it was great.”

Mannstein allowed himself a chuckle.  It was a joke he heard possibly ten times a week.  “Well, just be glad we aren’t working on your rectum.  I have a whole suitcase full of jokes about that.  Are you still feeling dizzy?”
“Yes.”

“Okay.  Anything else?”

“Yeah, I’m getting little twitches, like tiny little electric shocks.”
“Where?”

Chris tried to look up and catch Mannstein’s eye, but it was a bad angle.  “That’s the thing.  There’s no pattern to it.  It’s mostly on the right side of my body.  I’ll get a little jolt behind my knee cap.  But then I’ll get a sensation like there’s something crawling on my back...like a snake only it’s...an electric snake...little shocks.”
“And mostly on your right side...”

“Yeah, but not only.  It’s starting to spread more over to the left side.  Even right now, it feels like there’s a bug or something moving on the back of my thigh.”

“Okay,” Mannstein said, his voice slightly preoccupied as he nodded toward Janine Talbot.  “That doesn’t sound like a lot of fun.  Sounds kinda creepy.  Now what we’re gonna do this morning is put you up on the proverbial lift. It’s not going to hurt a bit.  I promise.  We have two leads to connect to your router and then the rest we’re going to check on Janine’s little lap top.  Sound like a plan?”
“Yes.  Thanks.  I appreciate it.”

“No need to thank me.  We just want to see what’s going on inside your router.”

Mannstein had super-glued a small rubber pad to protect the two leads on the back of his neck.  He made a small half-inch incision in the pad and retrieved two small electronic leads, one blue and one white, both capped with tiny plastic caps.  He removed the caps and placed them on a tray.  Talbot was already ready with the corresponding leads from her computer.  
He looked to Talbot.  “Does it make any difference which one I connect first?” he asked.  Talbot shook her head.  A moment later the screen blinked twice and then began filling with graphs, each one similar in configuration, but with different values.  She did a manual scroll down.  There were hundreds of them.  Janine seemed to read Mannstein’s mind. She said, “The beauty of the chip is it can self-assess.  In a minute it’s going to earmark what sections if any are out of the norm.”  The computer sat there for what seemed like an unacceptable amount of time.
“Is there something else you have to push?” Mannstein asked.

“No, it just takes time to process nine-thousand, seven-hundred and eighty-two graph comparisons.” As she spoke, the computer winked again.  She stared at the screen.  “Oh—  This doesn’t look good.”
Mannstein touched her shoulder, frowned, and shook his head slowly.  “How ‘bout you rephrase that,” he whispered in her ear.
“Actually, everything is performing basically within spec,” she said at the screen.  “There’s just some continuity problems.  If there were fluid...”
“Ahh... That’s what I was figuring.”  Mannstein pulled up a stool right next to Chris’s head.  He bent down so that he could look Chris directly in the eye.  “Okay— the good news is you’re gonna be fine.  The annoying news is that Mother Nature is still pissed off and trying to wiggle into our router and...screw it all up.  We’re gonna have to schedule another surgery to clean the gunk out.”
“Is it serious?” Chris asked.

Mannstein thought about what he wanted to say and what he had to say.  “I’m not gonna B.S. you.  Considering this is the first of this type of surgery, everything is serious.  I’m not terribly worried about getting the gunk out again.  But if it continues, eventually the electronic componentry could get damaged.  It’s something we have to solve pretty quickly.  For the immediate future though you have nothing to worry about.” 
                                     Chapter Thirty-Nine

Jonas Bishop sat at his desk on the seventh floor rescanning the ViCAP-Web data on his screen.  It was a huge improvement from the old days of frantically faxing information, making and then missing phone calls and dealing with other agencies that often seemed to feel bullied when an FBI agent called on them to cooperate.  It was human nature...the inherent tendency when pushed, to push the other way.  
ViCAP-Web was much faster and more efficient.  Everything was up there on the screen, graphs, reviews, summations, all pertinent data in a neat package.  And yet, there was something untrustworthy about it.  In the process of distilling data, things sometimes dropped out, details that might not seem to have enough merit to be typed-out and sometimes those were the only clues of any value.
Bishop pulled up the chart for the Baptist church that had been blown up in Charleston, South Carolina.  The explosives used in that were  C-4 and straight dynamite, nothing fancy, although the addendum note mentioned that plastic cans filled with gasoline had been placed on the altar as well.  The note stated that the cans had been redundant in that the Church was utterly destroyed by the dynamite alone.  The perpetrators were either rookies or they were trying to make some kind of point.

He scrolled down further.  There was another comment extraneous to the explosion but an oddity.  In going through the burned-out remains of the church, the chief of the fire department, Everett Donaldson, had found the cast bronze crucifix lying deep in the ashes, or what was left of it.  What was odd was that the crucifix hadn’t been destroyed by the fire but by a single shot to the groin of Jesus.  The bullet was never found, but the footnote mentioned that the damage was sufficient that it had to be a massive cartridge, probably military.  The off-the-cuff footnote didn’t speculate about the whys or wherefores.  If the bombing had, indeed, been by the Lambs of God...why shoot Jesus in the balls?

“I’ll bet a fiver it was a fifty-cal,” he said under his breath.  He pressed PRINT and sat back in his chair trying to stitch the thin shreds of information into something that made sense.  Ultra right-wing conservative, but then blowing up churches and shooting their Lord.  It didn’t make sense.  And then... they were given an ultimatum, but then they blew right through it, didn’t even give them a chance to comply.  It didn’t make sense.  It just didn’t make sense.

He reached forward on his desk, pressed speaker, then speed-dialed McCleary nine floors beneath him. “What’cha got?”

“Since forty-five minutes ago...not a whole helluva lot.”


Bishop was a good boss and a reasonable man.  In the Navy he’d been a beloved commander, something that was difficult to do and still get the job done.  “Okay... That’s your freebie for the month.  Now tell me what you got.  Don’t filter and don’t boil-down, okay?”

“Sorry, Sir.  There were two-hundred and fifty-seven Shop Vacs purchased in the past thirty days in the tri-state area.  I had to draw a time line somewhere or we’d be in the tens of thousands.”

“Understood.  Anything pop?”

“Nothing.  Most of them were bought at big department store scenarios and just tracking down who was working the shop equipment sections is a massive study in itself.  Essentially I got zilch.”

“What about the welding tanks?”


“About the same thing, only the numbers are smaller.  Because of that I expanded the net a little...up as far as Bridgeport, as far down as Baltimore and all of PA, Jersey and Manhattan.  To tell you the truth, nothing exceptional.”

“Okay.  Then tell me the unexceptional.”


“Well, the bad news is most big welding companies buy their own tanks, so there’s a big ocean of accounts to go through.  The little guys rent, but that requires paperwork, setting up accounts, pick-up and drop-off  locations.  In other words, a trail, so I’m doubting they stopped by and filled out a lot of paperwork.”

“Agreed.”


“The good news is this: the tanks they used to blow up Banyan were relatively small.  The acetylene tank was an ACMC and the oxygen is called an OX-20 and the number of small tanks that are out-and-out purchased is relatively small.”

“How small?” Bishop asked.

“In Jersey, fourteen.  In PA, twenty-seven.  The total number of  oxy tanks in the tri-state this month was ninety-two.  Acetylene is a hundred and three.”

“Why more acetylene tanks?  Don’t they need both to work?”


McCleary paused.  “Yeah.  I actually got an answer for that.  There’s a thing called Prestolite.  They use it mostly for making jewelry and that only uses the gas.  That’d account for the disparity.”


“Okay, I got the scenario. What stands out?”

“Essentially nothing.  We ran into four whose Visa cards bounced and they ended up writing a check.  We had a few that were, and I quote, ‘A bunch of effing assholes,’ one that struck the salesman as, “kinda creepy” which could possibly describe four or five million people in the tri-state, and...like I said, there wasn’t anything that stands out.”

Bishop listened.  “Okay.  Now call back on the ones creepy ones and the assholes and see if any of them recall an accent.”


“What kind of accent?”


“Southern.  It’s just a hunch, but make damn sure you don’t mention Southern. They have to come up with it themselves.  I’ll talk to you in another forty-five minutes.”


“If you want, I can just call you.”


“...if you find out something sooner than that, great.  Otherwise...you’ll hear from me in forty-five.”  He pressed End, waited a second and then speed-dialed Raffay at the BAU, Behavioral Analysis Unit.  “What’cha got?” he called across the desk.  

“This one’s weird,” Raffay said.  “Hold on a sec.  My door’s open.”  


Bishop listened to the receiver clunk down on the desk.  He heard the seven footsteps over to the door and though it sounded like he was hearing it under water, he heard Raffay telling his secretary to hold his calls till he was off the phone.  He could see it all, a younger white version of himself.   He listened to Raffay sit down hard in his chair and open one of his desk drawers, then the receiver being picked up again.  

“Like I said, this one’s just weird.  It doesn’t add up.  Even psychopaths have a pattern, a modus in their operandi that’s recognizable even if it’s a whack-job.  This one just doesn’t...”

“Explain.  And don’t leave any detail out.  I want everything, even your stupidest hunches.”


“Okay. Well for starters, the letter that came in the mail was dead clean.  The paper came from Staples, envelope too.  It was printed on some kind of home copier, Dell, HP, Canon. Nothing to key into.  They’re everywhere.  The font and set up seemed ritualistic but again nothing to key into.”

“Explain what you mean by ritualistic.”


“Whoever printed it out had to be highly aware that it would be analyzed down to the weight of the paper...which was standard twenty-pound by the way.  But knowing that, they still chose a specific set up, justified borders, spacing on the fonts, size of the fonts.  I’m guessing whoever did it had some experience with making flyers or working in a print shop...something like that.”


“Okay.  That’s something. What else?”

“The content of the letter.  It wasn’t rambling like Ted Kaczynski and his manifestos which exist on one end of the spectrum.  And it wasn’t volatile or insane, making outrageous threats, like the Al Qaeda.  No Muslim ties, by the way, only references to God, which is in keeping with the name they chose.  It’s more ultra-right Christian...maybe KKK and definitely on the pro-life side.”

“Fine, so what’s the problem?” Bishop said.

“No problem, it’s just unusual.  It sounds like whoever wrote it was speaking almost reluctantly, as if he or she would really like this problem to be resolved.  The reluctant Messiah...”

“Followed by a Mafia-style execution of Rebecca Maitland.”


“Right and well-planned.  They had to climb inside her head, know just where she’d stop...right over the rise in the road.  And then the choice of gun.  It was as if they were trying to make a statement.  I just don’t know what the hell it is.  According to the letter, we were given some amount of time to rectify things.  Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, one minute almost thoughtful, the next, a cold-blooded executioner, only with an attitude.  It just doesn’t jive.  And then the bombings...”

“Yes?”  
“They weren’t just bombings, it was huge, extreme overkill, as if whoever was doing it was trying to show off...or again make a point.  In a way it was almost childish.”


“Childish,” Bishop repeated.  He removed his glasses and rubbed the space between his eyes where the pressure always built up.  “One man alone couldn’t execute this system of attacks.  There has to be a group.  One member of the group is...more reasonable, if you will.  Another...more psychotic.”

“Yeah.  If that’s the case, this is one fucking dysfunctional group.”


“Agreed.  But even that is something.  Focus on it.”  He hung up the phone at the exact second that line three began blinking.  It was McCleary.  For a fraction of a second he thought he’d caused it to blink.  He held the phone down for a long second and then lifted it. “Yeah.”

“Okay, it’s not much but I did what you said.  I just talked to a welding supply salesman, the one who said creepy.   Again it’s not much to go by, but I asked him if the guy who’d come in had an accent.”

“Yeah?”


“He said it wasn’t an accent so much as...well let me quote him, ‘He seemed like somebody out of the Beverly Hillbillies...only creepy’.”

McCleary had to think.  “Where’d they come from?”

“I already Googled the theme song.  It didn’t say specifically, probably just generic southern.”


“Where’s the welding supply?”


“Souderton, PA.”


Bishop booted an image of Pennsylvania up on his monitor and typed in Souderton.  He scanned down.  It wasn’t more than twenty miles from Doylestown.  “You might have something.  Have it checked out, every trailer park, recent rentals, vans that have been parked somewhere too long, everything.  Make it a P-1.”
                                          Chapter Forty

Ed had spent the night before designing another clever logo to stick on either side of the Silverado.  It was an abstracted circuit board and the punch line was:  Doylestown Electric, Your 21st Century Electricians  Guiding You into the Future.  He saved it in a two-foot by three-foot mode for the truck, and then in business-card size, fifty cards, and in then name-tag size.  
Staples in Doylestown had been more than helpful.  The whole thing took under an hour.  He used his own first name, Edward on the name tag, Edward Browne. He thought about what he might be asked if he ran into an FBI agent.  He’d go directly into sell-mode.  LEDs are the way of the Future! he heard himself saying and he’d push it just enough to get the guy annoyed and defensive.

He already had enough tools and tool boxes to be believable and he picked up a new aluminum ladder at a hardware store in Dublin for the actual installation.  He removed the price sticker and rubbed some mud on the steps.  He also weighed out the prospect of carrying a pistol tucked down in his boot and decided it would be more of a liability than an asset.

On the drive down to Doylestown he made a point of going down Cold Spring Creamery, just to see what the feds were doing.  There were two Suburbans at the house and he saw one agent standing in the driveway looking out.  He raised his fingers off the steering wheel to give him a casual wave and then went back to putting his brain in the mindset of the cheerful electrician.  He thought of what James Lipton on, Inside the Actor’s Studio always said about good acting not being acting at all.  It was more a process of becoming the character.  Method acting.  Lee Strasberg was right.  It was the only way.  And once you become an electrician you just do and say everything an electrician would do and say.

At the traffic light, Ed put on his turn-signal and listened to the rhythm.  It was a clock ticking down the last moments before the curtain came up.  When the light changed, Ed became Ed Browne of  Doylestown Electric.  My daddy  formed the company right after World War II.  He was at the right place at the right time.  There’s other electricians in Doylestown, he heard himself say, but there’s a lot to be said for longevity.  It all comes down to trust.  Ed listened to the sound of the words in his mind.  Dad, he corrected.  Yankees don’t say, daddy.

“Well, here we go,” he said as he turned the key off in the ignition and pulled up the emergency brake.  He had pulled right up in front of the hospital, not in an emergency lane but in one of the side roads.  He hopped out and looked around.  There was an agent not fifty feet away, standing near one of the side entrances.  “S’cuse me sir!” he called out cheerfully.  He watched the body language of the agent.  They were on high alert all right.  He was already being scrutinized.  “I got some LED lights to change out.  Do you know where I’m s’posed to go?”

The agent didn’t relax, but began walking slowly toward him.  It felt like the OK Corral only he didn’t have any gun to draw.  Ed decided not to pressurize the situation.  Since he was a kid, he had always sneezed if he looked into a bright light too quickly.  He looked around and then peered up toward the sun.  Sure enough, something in his optic nerve triggered the sneeze, and then the second sneeze.  “S’cuse me,” he said saying to the agent who was now within normal talking distance.  “It’s the tree pollen... Every damned spring.”  He pulled out a handkerchief and blew his nose.  “Then in the fall it’s the  ragweed and golden rod.  Can’t win for losin’.” He sniffed in deeply and rubbed his nose.  “So do you know where I’m supposed to go?”


The agent seemed to ratchet back a notch or two.  “Probably the main office.  It’s building A around the corner. You go through the double doors.  Security’s tight right now.  You’ll have to show your ID going in.”

“Yeah, I’ve been following it on TV.  It’s a weird damned world...and thank you kindly.  By the way, I’m kinda doing my own little survey.  When you put your Christmas tree up, are you using LEDs or are you still using old-fashioned lights?”


The agent sized him up one more time.  “I’m old-fashioned, I guess.  The LEDs look too cold.”

Ed nodded.  “They’re gettin’ better though.  Keep ‘em in mind.  They last forever, over two hundred thousand hours, but what’s really good is they use, like almost no electricity.  You said, building A?”


“Yup.  Right around the corner.”


Ed walked on up and around the corner, taking his time.  He stopped to sniff the blossoms of a small weeping cherry tree that had recently been planted.  They smelled good and as he touched the blossoms the petals came off in his hand.  It was a beautiful morning.  Around the corner he paused to check the time.  No point in rushing anything.  He sauntered on down past Building A, and walked on past toward the visitor’s parking lot.  About half way up, he scanned the cars to see what Yankees in a rich area were driving.  It was Beemers mostly and of that predominantly 5-Series, with Audis and Mercs tying for second.  He looked up and down the lot.  No, not a solitary rusty pick-up in the lot.  “Must be nice,” he sighed, but it wasn’t said with malice for he knew what power he held in his pants pocket.  It was a small laser activator, not much larger than a pack of cigarettes and mostly resembling an I-Pod or a cell phone.

He checked his watch again and then began his slow saunter back.

As he passed by the agent again, he nodded in his direction.  “Thanks again,” he called over, “and keep an open mind about those LEDs.  Save ya a lot of money.”


The agent nodded and gave a small wave.


Ed weighed out the possibility of driving the truck slowly up on the cement walkway to work on the lights, but decided that was pushing it.  Instead, he went into slow motion, first carrying the aluminum ladder up the walkway toward the three metal pillars which held up the cantilevered south wing of the hospital.  He put down the ladder and opened it next to the furthermost column.  And then he pinged it one more time with his ring, just because of his father’s warning. The metal cylinder ponged with a nice resonance and he smiled to himself.

He walked back slowly and retrieved his tool chest from the bed and on the last trip, he leaned in and picked up the cardboard box containing the three heavy-duty strands of lights.  There was still a faint odor from the Rustoleum green that Billy had sprayed over the Primacord, but not enough to flag anybody’s suspicion.  That and in ten minutes they’d be twelve feet in the air and draped around the columns.

The job would have been easier with Billy along.  As it was he had to drape the strings as he screwed each clip into the top fascia.  But it wasn’t worth it.  Billy was good for some things, but not for this...not for anything involving people.  It took him five minutes for the first column.  He checked and rechecked everything, plugged the light strand into the hidden socket and then switched them on.  They glowed dully in the sunlight.  He looked over.  The agent was watching him, but only in the way he was watching everything else.  And then when he turned away, Edward removed the laser activator from his pocket and cued the first string of lights.  A small red light came on.  The first string of lights was armed.  The second and third strings went up without event.  Now when he pressed the laser activator, three small red lights came on.  What was nice about the current laser technology, all he needed to be was within line of sight with the columns now. The working distance was twelve hundred yards.  Hell, he could be up at the traffic light and blow the building.  It was a sweet set-up, and one worthy of his expertise.
                                        Chapter Forty-One
They’d moved Chris to an undisclosed room in the IC.  It was an interior room, one without windows for obvious reasons and now with the extra four agents, all with body armor and exposed weapons, the environment in the IC which was pressurized anyway, was reaching the tipping point.  The nurses glared and made comments each time they passed an agent and they’d taken to forming little gaggles to vent when they weren’t attending IVs and taking blood pressure readings.  “They’re not paying me enough for this kind of crap,” was the consensus and a few were expressing open concerns that Chris should just be helicoptered somewhere else.”

“Where?” someone would ask and the general response was, “I don’t really care.  Just not here!”  


“Maybe the world isn’t ready for transplanting...everything,” another would say and the gaggle of nurses would go silent for a moment.


The lobby was filled with Doylestown and Buckingham’s best cops.  Every person entering on crutches, in a wheelchair, wheeling an oxygen tank or just hobbling was checked out, not only by the agents and policeman, but by the other patients as well.  Out in the parking area, a black-and-white idled near the entrance to every lot.  The joke around town was: If you ever wanted to see how fast your car could go down the 611 bypass, now was the time.  Everybody was over at Doylestown Memorial.

Jenny sat on a small sofa that had been carried into the room.  Alongside her, Meredith sat, curled up with her laptop as if it were a stuffed animal.  They both looked like they’d been through the mill.  Jenny picked up the New York Times for the twentieth time and read the latest threat from the Lambs of God.

I believe you are now aware that we are serious concerning this blasphemy that has occurred against God.  We, the Lambs of God will give you two days, 48 hours from the receipt of this letter to rectify the sin that you have committed.  The brain and soul that was stolen from Catherine Flanagan must be returned to its rightful owner.  If you do not comply with this directive, we promise you, the wrath of God Almighty will soon be upon you. 
She’d already had it memorized hours ago, but it was still so awful that it was fascinating.  She kept re-reading the words trying to find some clue, some extra bit of information coded somehow into the paragraphs.  “Honey, would you look up blasphemy on Goggle?” she said to Meredith. She deftly pressed some buttons, typed on the plastic keyboard and then read aloud: 


“blas-phe-my:  A contemptuous or profane act, utterance, or writing concerning God or a sacred entity.  The act of claiming for oneself the attributes and rights of God.  One who insults, or vilifies the deity, Christ, or the Christian religion.”

Tinsman ducked quietly inside the door and shut it behind him.  He listened as Meredith finished up the definition.  “I did that, too,” he said.  “Probably four or five million people in this country as well.”

Jenny looked at him straight-on.  “Okay, I get it,” she said.  “They’re pissed off that a transplant took place.  God created these bodies for us to use while we’re on this planet.  And we’re messing around with them.”

Tinsman looked around at the seating, trying to figure whether he was supposed to be sitting down for this or remain standing.  He hedged his bet, realigning a box of rubber gloves with the edge of the stainless-steel cart.  “Something like that.”

“Only...  Haven’t we been doing just that for the last hundred years? Amputating legs, putting in heart pumps and now transplanting hearts, kidneys, livers...eyes.  Aren’t eyes supposed to be the windows to the soul?  If you’re going by that definition, how is transplanting a heart any different than transplanting a brain?”

Tinsman shook his head.  “I honestly don’t know.  I don’t think anybody does. And I’m betting that if you asked fifty different people, you’d probably get fifty different answers.  There’s something about the brain though, at least for most people.  It’s where our eyes and ears and nose and taste all come from.  And our thinking.  It’s kind of like a command center.  I can understand people thinking that the soul, if there is one, has to be somewhere.  I’d be hard-put to come up with a case for it hovering around inside your kneecap or in your spleen or your big toe.”

“Sooo, you’re defending this?” Jenny said, holding up the newspaper as if that helped her argument.

“Oh, Hell no.  But even if I did, it seems to me that even if it were true, you have one person whose brain has ceased to function...it’s died.  It doesn’t exist anymore, then the soul has already gone and left for somewheres else.  And if you can put another brain in there, you’ve actually saved a life...maybe even saved a soul.  I would think if God were watching, he would think it’s kinda neat that we care enough to go to all this trouble to honor his workmanship.  But...that’s just me, and I sure as hell didn’t major in theology.”

Tinsman sniffed and looked around.  Chris was asleep, probably sedated, and he didn’t like the fact that there was no back door to get out of if things went to hell.  “You might want to tighten-up a little with these nurses and people coming in.  They’re starting to get scared for their own hides and when that happens, you start to see the best and the worst in people.”

“What are they saying?” Jenny said.  

“They want us to leave,” Meredith said. “Or...they want Dad to give the body back.”

Tinsman looked over at Meredith.  “That’s not gonna happen.  You can trust me.  It’s not gonna happen on my watch.”  For a long moment afterwards, the words just hung there in the room, sounding hollow.


“This is stupid,” Jenny said.  “It reminds me of one of those old movies where there’s natives living on the island and the moment the volcano rumbles, everyone starts looking around for a virgin to toss in to make everything nicey-nicey.  If we cave, if the hospital caves, they’re essentially sacrificing Chris to the terrorists.”

“I don’t think that’s gonna happen,” Tinsman said.


“Oh—  It wouldn’t happen that way.  They’d just phrase it differently...candy-coat it.  They say that things are untenable now with all the policemen around and we have to move for the good of the hospital.  But the effect is the same.  And why aren’t they going after Mannstein?  If you’re gonna follow their way of thinking, he’s the one who committed the blasphemy anyway. Why aren’t they going after him?”

Tinsman didn’t say anything.  He just looked at her.

“Sorry.  I’m just...  I’m at the end of my rope.  I can’t keep going on like this.”

Outside, there was a small tap at the door.  Mannstein poked his head in and looked around.  “Am I disturbing anything?” he said, trying to push himself back into the old shell he had lived in for the last twenty years.
Jenny looked up.  Her eyes were damp from emotion.  “I just sold you down the river...almost.”
Mannstein grinned at the words.  “Don’t feel bad.  I almost did the same thing...and worse.”

                                       Chapter Forty-Two

Joseph Fromme sat at the far end of the counter of the Dunkin Donuts in Souderton, PA, sipping coffee and nibbling on one of the two glazed buttermilk donuts he’d ordered.  He’d picked up a copy of the Doylestown Intelligencer by the door and was reading the front page.  His message was front and center.  It had been photographed and run full-sized and the caption below it asked, Should Chris Knowles turn himself...herself in?  

He grinned imperceptibly at the words.  It had been a month now and still the entire world couldn’t decide who was occupying the body of Catherine Flanagan.  He drained the coffee and pushed it close to the far edge of the counter.

“Freshen your cup?” the young gal filling the coffee maker asked.

“That’d be great,” Fromme replied.  His voice was gravel but sounded friendly enough.  He cleared his throat and took another bite.


He peered outside at the parking area and the Main Street of Souderton.  It was grey and misting and the cars and pick-ups waiting at the light almost resembled the kind of traffic he was used to in the south.  Though Souderton was only a handful of miles north of Doylestown, it was a different world entirely, mostly blue collar, hard-working plumbers, mechanics, electricians. 

The light changed and the traffic started up again, a little slower it seemed in the rain, everything a nicer slower southern tempo.  A black-and-white showed up just as the light was changing again, its right blinker on to turn into the strip plaza.  His heart fluttered but only a second.  He was unarmed, never charged or convicted, nor had Edward or Billy been, though it had come close a couple of times down in Mississippi with Billy.  Joe had promised the judge that he would do a whole lot worse to him when they got home and that had been good enough.

The police car pulled in right in front of the plate-glass front window.  It was like watching big-screen TV watching the two officers.  Joe watched their demeanor as he bit into his second donut and then went back to the paper.  He had spent a lifetime observing policemen and come to some conclusions.  The first was that they were not unlike dogs that had been bred to attack or protect.  Even at rest there was a part of them that was always looking around to see if there was someone to either protect or attack, or in their case, arrest or beat the crap out of.  They could be tall or short, fat or skinny, northern or southern, but they all shared that same watchful nature as if anyone or everyone could be getting ready to draw-down on them.  The other conclusion he had come to was that something, or some occurrence way back when had made them either angry or afraid and they were determined never to have that happen again.  No matter how old or how fat, or how easy-going, there was that little hidden chip on their shoulder, just itching to come out.  The corollary to all this was, they could be manipulated...to a degree.  Don’t try and bullshit them, they were trained for that, but treat them with the utmost casual respect.  Do that, to quote them, And we’ll get along just fine.

Fromme studied their faces and hands as they got out of the car.  The two were a mismatched set, the driver, tall, lanky, with black hair and moustache, the other, a short brick of a boy, recently turned man, with a buzz cut, peach fuzz on his cheeks and ruddy cheeks as if he’d just been out building a snowman.  They did a quick scan as they slammed the car doors, something that every cop he’d ever seen did, and then as they came in they did the same thing.  They were programmed for trouble, programmed to never get caught with their guard down.

Joe gave them a polite nod and smile and then turned the page.  He didn’t look up again to see if he was being scrutinized further, but he listened for the timing and the tone of their voices.


“Same as usual?” the girl behind the counter asked, already reaching for the coffee pot.

“Just one crème-filled,” the shorter one said, patting his gut.  “Wife says the party’s over till I lose a couple.”


“Well, ya look fine to me,” the girl said.  “And how ‘bout you, Tom?”


“Just a cup, thanks.”

The girl served the coffees first.  “Ya know, if it gets around that the cops aren’t buyin’ donuts, we could go outta business.”


“Okay, gimme one of those ones with cinnamon-sugar,” the tall one said.

Outside the mist turned to spatters of rain and then three seconds later it was pouring down at full steam, pounding on the roof and drumming against the hood of the black-and-white.

In the tiny arena, Joe sensed that he was the quiet one, the lone stranger.  “Anybody heard any weather forecasts?” he asked casually, turning the third sheet of the newspaper.


“I think they said, thirty percent chance this morning, eighty percent chance tonight.”

Joe looked out the window. “Looks more like a hundred percent chance to me,” he said dead pan.


The shorter cop grinned and poked his finger in his direction. “Yeah, you got that right.”


Joe closed the paper back to the front page and looked over in the direction of the girl.  “Uhm, Miss?  Could I get another glazed when you get a chance?” he said, casually, respectfully, slowly.  It was true.  Police officers really were like attack dogs.  The last thing in the world you want to do was to get nervous...or run.  Better to hunker down and take a nap...or eat another doughnut.

Fromme spread the pages out straight and began reading out loud.  “They’re asking whether this guy, Knowles should turn himself...or herself in.  Did anybody decide which one he is...or she is?”

The short cop started chuckling.  “I always say, if it walks like a duck and quacks like a duck and s’cuse my French, Suzie, but if it also fucks like a duck...it just might be a duck.”

“I think it’s a guy,” the tall cop said.  “At least inside his head...her head.  Shit it’s hard when they’re cute looking.  It’d be easier if she was a dog.  As far as her turning herself in, it’d sure as hell make our lives a lot easier.  They got some kinda tip...from up above.  Now we gotta go out and sniff around every parked van, motor home, every fleabag motel, looking for somebody who looks like one of the Beverly Hillbillies.”

“Sheeit,” the short cop said.  “That’d take out ninety-percent of Souderton.”  He poked his partner on the arm.  “Hell, it’d take you out, too.  You and that moustache.  You look like Snydley Whiplash.”

“Well, I’m too old, and too creaky,” Joe offered up with a chuckle.


“That’s all right Pops, you’re doin’ just fine,” the short cop said.

                                      Chapter Forty-Three

Joseph Fromme pulled in fast behind the warehouse, climbed out, and looked around.  He yanked the roll-up garage door up and ducked inside.  He was greeted by the muzzle of Edward’s Glock 19 and the metallic sound of a 12-gauge pump chambering a shell.  Joseph froze in position and looked in the eyes of his two sons, wondering whether one of them might not just go ahead and let fly.

“You just might want to call out or something before you go yanking the door up like that,” Edward said.

Joseph looked at the two of them, Billy up in the bed of the Silverado, picking up bags of fertilizer and Edward taking the bags and stacking them.  “What the hell is this?” he said in a low voice. “I don’t remember telling anybody to make a fertilizer bomb.”  The two of them looked like they’d been caught stealing TVs from Best Buy. 


“We’re trying to keep with the spirit of your last message,” Edward said.  “The way it’s set up now, blowing those three columns will dump at least one end of the south wing.  But that’s only about a quarter of the whole hospital...hardly what I’d call the wrath of God.”


“What were you planning on doing?” Joseph said.


“Well...  It doesn’t take a brain surgeon to figure it out.  In a handful of hours I can distill enough potassium nitrate out of these bags to make...”  He stopped and grinned at his father.  “This’ll make the whole freakin’ hospital disappear...sorta like David Copperfield only it doesn’t come back after the smoke clears.”


Joseph frowned at his sons and walked back toward the work area.  “There’s a fine line between carrying out a holy war and just killing a bunch of people for the fuck of it.  One of them is honorable.  The other is insanity.”

Edward walked over to where his father was standing and sat down on one of the grey metal folding chairs.  He still had the Glock in his hand.  He put it down on the workbench but he hesitated when he did it.  He put it a foot or so away and with the barrel facing away so that it could be picked up instantly.  The subtlety of the gesture wasn’t lost on Joseph Fromme.


“We’ve been made,” Joseph said.  “We’re going to have to pack up quickly.  This location has to be sanitized.”


“Are you sure?” Billy asked from the bed of the truck.


“Yes, Billy, I’m pretty damn sure,” Joseph replied.  “I wanted to do a little recon, see which way the wind is blowing with the message I sent.  I stopped for a cup of coffee at Dunkin Donuts.  I’m just starting to drink my coffee when two cops pull up in front of the place and...guess what.  The feds tipped them off and you know what they’re looking for?”  His eyes shot over in Billy’s direction.  “They’re looking for a guy who looks and sounds like one of the Beverly Hillbillies.  I don’t know how the hell you did it, but even keeping you under wraps they managed to get a make on you.  The first thing you do is go in that bathroom, shave off all your facial hair, the moustache, the mutton chops.  Then once we leave we’ll ditch your clothes and get you one of those fancy track suits and some new sneakers and a water bottle.  We’re gonna make you look like a friggin Yankee jogger.”


“Sheeit. I don’t want no...” 


“I don’t give a flying fuck what you want.  You’ve been made.  By all rights, I should just blow your head off where you stand.”  Joseph looked back at Edward.  “We’ll need to switch-out the plates on the vehicles too.”

“I already got PA plates...just in case.”


“Good.  And make sure you crank up the plasma cutter and make confetti out of the old ones.  I don’t want any traces of anything.  You two are getting sloppy.  And that’s a good way to end up dead.” He looked around at the inside of the warehouse.  “There’s too much here to trace back.  We’ll have to take out the entire building.  Too many finger prints, chemicals, residue, cigarette butts.  Just make sure you make it so it looks like an accident.  What I’m not looking for right now is a big spectacular explosion.”

Edward pretended to pull a notebook out of his pocket.  “Gee, this is getting complicated. I think I better start taking notes.”


Joseph casually reached over, picked up the Glock, and examined it.  Then he stuck it in his pants behind his back and lit a cigarette.  He blew a cloud of blue smoke in Edward’s direction and then stared at him through it.  “Right now I’m tryin’ to decide which one of you is the bigger pain in my ass.” 

Edward ignored the words.  “There’s a big propane tank in the back that feeds the heaters.  I can rig a leak then spark it remotely.”

Joseph nodded.  Just don’t wait too long to spark it.  I’m not looking for a spectacle, just another warehouse that burned down.”


“Yeah, I think I got the concept,” Edward said with his father’s voice and intonation
                                     Chapter Forty-Four

Dr. Mannstein pulled the chair over close to Chris’s bed and sat down next to him.  He took Chris’s hand, squeezed it, and looked in his eyes.  He found that it helped a lot if he just concentrated on the eyes. “Hey buddy,” he said, the faintest grin forming at the corners of his lips, “do you know your name?”

Chris, looked like a beautiful delicate cat that had been left out in a rainstorm and then left that way to dry.  The Christopher Knowles that was currently residing in the cerebrum of Catherine Flanagan looked up at him.  “No.  Do you?”  Then he smiled, but it was a different smile.

Mannstein nodded at the irony.  “I don’t know...maybe not.  Ya ready to go up on the lift?  Get your oil changed?”


Chris looked away.  “Jenny wouldn’t tell me the number.”

Mannstein already knew what he was asking about.  Jenny had cornered him not ten minutes ago that Chris wanted to know exactly how many people had died because of him.  “I give up.  What are we talking about?”

Chris looked at him and knew he was lying.  “That’s something I have a right to know. Tell me.”


Mannstein nodded.  He sat back on the metal chair and tried to grapple with the question.  “If I told you the number was one...what would you do?”

Chris didn’t answer.


“Okay...  If I told you five...or ten...or fifteen...  What’s the magic number, Chris?  At what point do you go find yourself a sharp object and slit your wrists?  By the way, don’t do it like in the movies, you’ll be there all day, or you might just clot-up and you don’t want to bungle this.  It’s too important, isn’t it?  If you’ve got the cajones, take a scalpel, I can lend you one of mine and you reach around to the back and hammer your kidneys.  It’ll take you out about as fast as slitting your throat, but it’s not as barbaric. You won’t actually see the blood because it’ll all be behind you.  I think there’s something really basic...maybe even primal about slitting your own throat. It’s hard to do.”

“Fuck you.”


Mannstein nodded.  “Hmmm... a rather basic retort.  Crude, but to the point.  But let me ask you this.  If you do yourself in, If you...do the deed as they say, I can tell you two things for sure.  First: you’re gonna set modern medicine back ten...maybe twenty years until someone comes along who’s willing to take the risk...and run the gauntlet, as you’ve done pretty damned well so far.  Second:  Every single damned fucking one of the...twenty-three people who are now dead...will have died in vain.  No one’s gonna praise your name or whisper thanks.  They’ll just know that when push came to shove, Chris Knowles was a goddamn coward.  Oh, now wait a minute.  I just came up with reasons three and four.  Meredith will be three times more likely to kill herself when she grows up.  And then there’s Jenny...  Jenny will hate you forever, my friend.  You will have lost...everything.”

Chris sat in silence for a long time.  Finally he looked at Mannstein.  “You should have been a fucking lawyer.”

“Ouch.  Now you’re really going low.  Actually, I almost did become a lawyer.  Freshman year, chemistry.  I had a lot of catching up to do.  I wasn’t gifted with a photographic memory.  I had to repeat everything about fifty times to get it to sink in.  But the fact of the matter is what I just told you is the truth.  You bail out on us now, you’re just one little bitch.  You stay with us...  You remember Rosa Parks?”

“Weren’t she and her husband the ones who stole secrets about the A-bomb?”

“Hardly.  You’re thinking about the Rosenbergs, Julius and Ethel.  Rosa Parks was the black woman who wouldn’t give up her seat to a white man in Montgomery, Alabama. She had the balls to do what she knew she had to do.”


Chris looked at him.  His eyes were different.  “I bet you were on the debating team as well.”


“Captain of the debating team,” Mannstein corrected.  “Now, you ready to take a little ride?”


In the hallway, Jenny intercepted Dr. Mannstein.  She’d been waiting with Meredith in the small IC well-equipped lounge.  It was smaller and more somber than the other lounges in the hospital, no plasma televisions or racks of magazines, just a small atrium of miniature plants and shrubs and even that was illuminated by a ghostly artificial light.  As Mannstein walked by, Jenny saw him through the glass window and ran out.

“Dr. Mannstein,” she called after him, he stopped, turned around, and came inside.   


Inside the lounge, he pulled up a chair in front of the sofa where they’d been sitting.  His hand was still wrapped in gauze all the way up to his elbow and he saw Meredith’s expression looking at it.  “Don’t worry, I’m not doing the operating,” he said.  “Dr. Atglen is going to be my hands and he’s good. In fact, he’s excellent.  More than capable of doing the job.  And definitionally it’s not life-threatening either.  We’re not severing any arteries or stopping his heart or his breathing.  We’re not even entering his cranium.  It’s more like cleaning the gook out of your I-Pod when the battery is leaking.  And, we’ve already done it before so basically no sweat.”

“How’s he doing, you know...mentally,” Jenny asked.


“Better, I think.  I think maybe he’s been having a little reaction to the morphine drip.  It’s not that uncommon.  I took him off it by the way.  But I have to tell you, your husband is a helluva guy.  I don’t know how many men could go through what he’s been through and still have some kind of gyroscope, some kind of perspective.”


“What about his obsession with the number of people who’ve died?”


Mannstein’s eyebrows rose slowly upon his forehead, making small wrinkles all the way up.  In a strange kind of way, resembling curtains coming up over a stage.  “I’m not sure I’d call it an obsession.  If you were in the same situation, how important would it be to you to know how many people had died even indirectly because of you?  I’m pretty sure you’d want to know.  Hell, I know I would.  And to be fair, usually when someone is on a suicide watch, it’s a warped self-loathing that’s causing it.  It isn’t that way with Chris.  He doesn’t want to die.  He just doesn’t want anybody else to die on his behalf.  In its own way, it’s actually pretty noble.  He wants to save you two...and the rest of us.  That was the only way he could think to solve it.”

“What did you say to my father?” Meredith asked.


Mannstein looked at her.  “Well...  To tell you the truth, I played a hunch that your dad was still, deep inside very much a guy.  Emotionally I sucker-punched him and I happened to get lucky.   The last thing any guy on this planet wants to be called is a coward.  And I told him if he did himself in that he’d be a coward.  I said a bunch of other things as well, but that was the gist of it.”


“My father’s not a coward,” Meredith said.


“I know,” Mannstein said.



*

*

*

*

Joseph Fromme led the two-vehicle caravan south on 611.  The rain had stopped half an hour ago, but the roads were still wet and he kept his wipers on intermittent.  Close to the entrance to the Pennsylvania Turnpike, Edward had taken to tail-gating his father with the big Silverado.  He’d never done that before and finally Joseph raised his arm in the rented Camry and waved him back.  There was no misinterpreting the message in the wave, though to Edward, the wave looked like that of an old man, the type that get their suspenders caught in the seatbelts and end up peeing in their pants. Edward backed off, but only a little.  Billy, in his new duds, had taken to putting his sneakers up on the dashboard and air-humping as he snoozed.


Just past the King of Prussia exit, Joseph put his turn signal on and got in the right lane.  They pulled into a mom-and-pop gas station, tanked up and then pulled over into a small adjoining parking lot.  Joseph got out and looked around.  He looked stiff like his joints were hurting and he hocked and spat into the weeds.  


“What are we doing?” Edward asked, keeping his voice neutral.  


“You can go ahead and blow the warehouse now,” he muttered.  “We’re far enough away.”


“It’s already done,” Edward replied.  “I blew it just past Doylestown.”


Joseph glared at him.  “You’d never make it in the Navy.  You’d never make it with anybody other than yourself.  You’re not a team player.”


This was something Edward had heard since he was old enough to have memories...and it was getting really old.  “You’re probably right," he said agreeably.  “You know, you never actually told me how far you went in the Navy.  It must have been pretty damned far.  I never saw your medals, though.  What happened?  Did they get lost in the shuffle?”

“I did my job,” Joseph said, “which is more than I can say for you.”

                                       Chapter Forty-Five
“This is Jonas Bishop,” he said into a small silver cell phone.  It was tiny enough that it looked like something he might pop in his mouth for a little high-tech snack, a silver electronic Chicklet.

“This is Malcolm Border, Good Morning America.  We just got a call.”


Bishop stood up as if at attention behind his desk. “Lambs of God.” 


“Yeah.”

Bishop motioned for the outer office to tape the call.  He then closed the door behind him. “Did it come through the line we..?”

“Yes, the agent’s here.  He’s tracing it now.”    

“Good.  It could be the break we need.  What did he say?  I’m assuming it was a he.”

“It was a he all right.  He sounded older.  I’m thinking he’s in his sixties, maybe even seventies.  He sounded like the tone of the message.  I would say he sounded...”

“First off, could you just tell me what he said?”


“Yes, of course.  Sorry.  He said that Christopher Knowles still has eight hours to make amends with God.  After that, may God have mercy on his soul.”

“Okay—  That’s good.  You’re doing it just right.  What I need to know from you is exact wording.  Don’t add anything of your own.  Don’t paraphrase.  It’s extremely important.  Think now.  Did he actually say that Christopher Knowles still has eight hours to make amends?”

“Yes.  He said the word, still.  I’m certain of that.”


“Good.  Thank you.  And he said the word, amends as well?”


“Yes, I think so.  Let me think a minute.  Yes, he definitely said, amends.”


“Good.  Now try to remember exactly.  Did he say, ‘May the Lord have mercy’, or did he say, ‘May God have mercy’?”

Border hesitated for a long moment.  “Why would that make a difference?”

“Please Mr. Border.” Bishop could hear him reciting the words to himself.  
“God.  I’m pretty sure it was God.”


“Pretty sure,” Bishop repeated.


“It was God.”


“Thank you.  Did he say anything else?  Did you hear anything in the background?”


“No, that was it.  The whole thing couldn’t have taken more than ten seconds.  As far as hearing anything...not that I can remember.”


“Okay, just now you were going to say something about his tone of voice.”


“It was just a feeling.  I can’t tell you why or anything.”

“I understand.”

 “He sounded almost apologetic, as if he really wanted this to come to a peaceable end as well.  It’s hard to explain.  He talked like you might hear a country minister talk, slow and deliberate.  He sounded like he was regretting what was going on.”
“Regretting...  Interesting.  Was there anything else?”

“No, that was it.”

“You’ve been most helpful, Mr. Border.  Now... Would you please put Agent Carmedy on the line?”

“Sure.  Oh, wait a minute.  There was a sound in the background.  I forgot it for a sec. because it was when he was talking.”
            “What kind of sound was it?"

           “Hold on, it’s still fresh in my mind. I'm trying to play it back inside my head.  It was a truck.  No, a semi...going fast.  You know the sound when a semi’s barreling along and it let’s up on the gas for a second and then gets back on it?  Kind of a real quick buh-buh buh-buh-buh, as it backs off and then it goes back to full power.”

“I know what you’re saying. You heard that?”


“Yes.  I’m positive.  Okay, here’s your agent.”

“Sir, we’re just now triangulating.  The SAT-GPS is coming up right now.  “Hold on a sec.  He’s still in Pennsy.  Let me adjust the scale on the screen.  Yeah...he’s in Pennsy all right.  He’s in southeastern...  Wait a minute.  Looks like he’s on the turnpike.”

“The Pennsylvania Turnpike.”

“Right, and by the looks of it he’s headin’ out of Dodge.  The call came from...hold on... the Downingtown exit.  The Downingtown exit intersects with 100, a major highway... Pottstown, West Chester.  There’s a service plaza there, fuel, food,  Starbucks, Roy Rogers.  There’s a Nathan’s.”

“Okay, good work.  We’ve got the ball.”  Bishop held the end button for a fraction of a second and then pressed #4.   


“Tinsman...”


“Jeff—   The Lambs just called GMA.  We got a location.  The Downingtown exit of the Penn Turnpike.  They may be there three minutes, they may be there...  I want ‘em sewn-up tight.  State, local.  If you have to roadblock the entire fucking state.”

“I got the concept.  What are we screening for?”


Bishop took a deep breath and blew it out.  “A guy who sounds like a minister and...a southern hillbilly...and anybody who blinks back at ‘em wrong.  If they have to pull over five miles of cars, I don’t give a shit.”  Line thee began blinking on Bishop’s land-line.  He looked at the caller-ID.  It was the Souderton fire chief.  “Hold on a sec. Jeff,” Bishop said.  He pressed line three.  “This is Bishop.”


“Yes, sir, this is Chief Murphy of the Souderton Fire Department.  I have instructions to call you if anything...”


“Yes chief.  What do you have?”


“Well, I don’t know if this fits into the category of what you’re all lookin’ for.  I don’t wanna waste your time with a wild goose chase but...”

Bishop could feel the veins in his temples pounding harder.  “That’s all right, what do you have?”


“Well, sir, I’m out at the Taylor-Mill Warehouse Complex on School House Lane.  There’s a fire...one of the warehouses is just about burned-down to nothing.”

“You think it was set?”


“I can’t say for sure.  I wouldn’t wanna have to testify or say...”


“Chief Murphy—  Let me be straight with you.  We just got a lead on the Lambs of God case and right now there’s a great big stopwatch ticking off the seconds.  If you’ve got something, please get it out fast.  Tell me what you want to say.  It could be really important and right now I’m feeling every second tick by.”

“Okay, got it,” Murphy said.  “I checked these warehouses not more than a month ago.  They were clean, state-of-the-art construction and there wasn’t anything I can think of that’d burn one of these warehouses down so completely.  That’s what’s so weird.  There’s nothing left.  I’m thinking it might have been some kinda foul play.”

Bishop processed the information.  It made sense.  Somehow they’d found out that they’d been made.  They picked-up what they could and left.  The pieces fit.  They were on the Penn Turnpike, getting the hell out.  “Okay.  Can you find out what kind of vehicles they were driving?”


“I could ask the manager of the complex.”

“Good.  Do you have the number?”

“No, but the office is only a couple hundred yards away.  I can walk down and talk to them.”

Bishop bit his lip. “Chief Murphy...  Think you could you run and then call me as soon as...  Wait a minute.  Is the warehouse near some other warehouses?  Is there anyone  outside?  You know...a neighbor or something that might know what kind of car...truck...”

“Hold on.”


“Please, Chief Murphy.  Run.  We’re fighting time.”  He could hear Murphy running, panting, voices outside and then something popping, probably from the fire.  He listened hard.  It was sporadic.  It sounded like gunfire.  
He listened as Murphy called out, “Hey—  Any of you folks a neighbor to this warehouse?  Anybody know what kinda vehicles these people had?”  

Another few pops, loud ones, and Bishop figured out what they were.  “Chief Murphy!” Bishop screamed into tiny cell phone.  “Get out of there. Get the people out of there.  Those are bullets going off!”  He looked up and saw his secretary had slipped into his office and was staring at him.  He waved her away.  “Murphy!” he yelled again.  “Can you hear me?”


“Pick-up.  He had a pick up” Bishop heard far away.

“What color?” Bishop screamed into the phone.  “Ask them what color!”


“Can you describe it?  Ford?  Chevy?  Was it new?  What color was it?”


Bishop tried to breathe evenly.  He could feel his heart racing beneath his suit coat.  


“Light-colored and kinda new,” he heard.


Murphy finally picked the receiver back up from his pocket.  “You there?”


“Yeah, I heard.  Ask them if they can be more specific.  Was it cream or gold...white.  How new?  Any writing on the truck?  Anything at all that might distinguish it?”


Murphy called out Bishop’s questions but it was impossible to make out what was being said.  Everyone was talking at the same time.

“Secretary says she thinks it was white and pretty big...shiny.”  Bishop heard a female voice calls something out.  “She thinks she saw a sign on the door, but she’s not sure.”

“Okay...now tell everyone, yourself included to get way the hell back from the fire.  What I’m hearing, it might be cartridges going off from the heat.  Tell them to get way back...go behind their buildings and get down real low so they won’t get hit.  Do you hear what I’m saying?”

“I hear.  Okay!  Everybody get WAAAAY back!” Bishop heard as he pushed end and took a breath.  

                                      Chapter Forty-Six

“Okay, Chris,” Mannstein said in the operating room, “we’re not going to give you a general this time.  I think we can get by with a local.  You think you can handle that?  There won’t be any pain, although there might be a little bit of non-specific motor response from the two probes.”

“What does that mean?” Chris said.


Mannstein looked down at the girl.  She was pretty even with no make-up and an oxygen tube taped across her face.  He felt guilty finding her attractive...this poor sonofabitch.  “It means if I hit something that’s been affected by the seepage, some part of your body may flop around when I touch the corresponding area with the probe.  Or you could feel itchy or your knee might flex, your eyes blink...  It shouldn’t hurt though and we’ve got you pretty well hog-tied.  You shouldn’t actually be moving very much.  You okay with that?”

“Do I have any choice?”

Mannstein looked at him from behind his face mask and tried to make light of it.  “No choice at all.”  He rubbed his finger rapidly back and forth across the back of Catherine Flanagan’s neck before inserting the needle a quarter-inch from the top portion of the Gertz Router which was a partially visible rectangular lump through the translucence of her skin.  He did the same on the other four corners before injecting small amounts of Novocain and then he rubbed the site of the insertion briskly.  “How’s that feel...okay?”

“Yeah, that little rubbing thing you do.  It almost makes it so you don’t feel the needle...almost.”

“That’s the plan, Chris,” Mannstein said.  He looked over at Atglen who was looking back and forth between Chris’s neck and the larger computer monitor two feet away.  Four rows- by-five columns of real-time graphs flickered and readjusted each time Chris did anything at all.  Mannstein nodded a question mark at Atglen who nodded back at him.  “And on that happy note, I’m going to turn you over to my colleague, Dr. Atglen who is the only doctor in this room who doesn’t have his entire arm bandaged up.”
“How are ya doing, Chris?” Atglen asked in a soft and reassuring voice.

“Fine.  My left shoulder blade just got real itchy.  Could somebody scratch it?”

Atglen reached down and scratched the shoulder blade.  “How’s that?”

“Uhmm... Dr. Mannstein?”

Mannstein reached down and scratched a little patch just above Chris’s underwear line and to the right.  “How’s that, Chris?”  he asked.
“It feels good, really good.  Could you just scratch it for a few seconds?”

“Sure.  Still got a couple of signals crossed?” Mannstein asked.

“That’s about the only one.  I’ve gotten used to scratching...not where it itches and the cool thing about it...you know how when someone else scratches your back, it feels better than if you do it?”
“Yeah.  It feels really good when you scratch it?”

“Well...maybe you found one of the first extra bennies of the Gertz Router.  We can call it the Knowles Effect.  Ya scratch your ass and get the big “O” up in your shoulder.”
Dr. Atglen pressed the back side of his scalpel next to the raised portion of skin and then pressed harder.  “Can you feel that?” he asked.

“No.”

“Good.  I think we’re about ready.” 
Three nurses had been hovering close to assist Dr. Atglen during the surgery.  They moved in closer with surgical sponges as he made a small shallow insertion at the base of her neck.  A fourth nurse slipped in quietly, like a schoolgirl late to class.  Her eyes darted anxiously behind the surgical mask.  “Glad you could make it, Tina,” Mannstein said.
Nurse Englehardt’s eyes flashed to his and held them.  “Dr. Mannstein,” she said.  “There’s just been another announcement.”  

Mannstein’s eyes opened wider at her.  “And?”
“It was Channel Three and the announcement was from the Lambs of God.  They said...”  She stopped and looked at the girl lying face-down on the operating table.

“They said...what?”

“They said that Christopher Knowles still has eight hours to make amends.  After that...  the wrath of God will come down.  Some of the nurses, well...  We’re all a little skittish.  Some have already gone home or are calling in sick.  After the Literary Group building blew up...  We’re just scared.  We have sons and daughters, husbands.”  
Atglen looked up.  “We all do, Tina.  But have you by any chance looked around you lately?  Do you know how many police officers and FBI agents are on this floor alone, not to mention on every corner of every parking area?  I would think that right now, Doylestown Memorial would be the safest place on the planet.”
“With all due respect, Dr. Atglen, there are a lot of people who would disagree with that.”

“Are you saying you want to leave?”

Tina Englehardt stood there gazing at the back of Catherine Flanagan’s head.  She made a point of not looking up.  “It’s not that I want to leave.  I just don’t want to die.”

“Fine.  Leave,” Atglen said, looking up.  “This isn’t Philosophy 101, it’s an operating room.  If you want to leave, get the hell out.”  He looked around at the other attending nurses.  “And that goes for anyone else.  No one’s holding a gun at your head.  If you want to go...go.”
Nurse Englehardt hesitated and then slipped back outside the pale green hospital curtains.

Atglen lengthened the incision a fraction of an inch longer on either side of the router and then attached a hemostat to a small blood vessel that was bleeding profusely.  He patted the blood away and then delicately squeezed at the back end of the lump beneath her skin while gently pulling from the front.  It slid out effortlessly, like delivering a small mouse in its amniotic fluid sack.  

The cover of the router was held to its slender body by use of two stainless-steel screws which pulled two stainless-steel brackets together that went around the circumference.  The advantage of the design was obvious.  It allowed the two halves of the bracket to apply an even force around the circumference.  

A thought flashed through his mind as he dropped the two screws in a stainless-steel cup.  It wouldn’t be long before Apple or IBM would be coming out with jazzed-up versions of the router.  Full control over the body, just through the use of the nano-sized switches.  Instead of taking shots or pills for pain or before a surgical procedure, you could just “turn-off” the right knee or the left arm until further notice.  Hearing aid componentry could be programmed right into the circuitry, doses of insulin given hour-by-hour on an as-needed basis, vital signs constantly monitored with a signal that would play inside the brain if any of the signs went dangerous.  Hell, you could program your MP-3 and surf the internet with an optional chip hard-wired right in.  There was no limit once you hooked your brain directly to a computer router.

“That band got stuck on me last time,” Mannstein said softly next to Atglen.  “I had to use the blade to slice around the case.  It’s not a perfect system...yet.”

Atglen peered down at the white translucent ooze when he squeezed the sides of the case together.  He ran the scalpel down the seam, much like slitting the tape on a UPS box.  The two sides finally popped apart with a small metallic click.  He examined the inside of the cover.  It was covered with a mucus-like substance.  He handed it to the assisting nurse.  “Autoclave it, please.”

The working portion of the router was thirty percent immersed in the same grey-white puss.  He looked a question mark at Mannstein.

“This is worse than it was before,” Mannstein said.  “I don’t know how it’s getting in there.  The first time it was just incidental, mostly just moisture.”


Atglen reached back into the metal cup and retrieved the thin plastic cover of the router.  He held it under a magnifying lens and examined it.  “How bad did you hit yourself?” he asked Chris.

Chris lifted his head up from the cotton pillow.  “Pretty hard.  Why?”


Atglen held the top of the cover over for Chris to see.  “I think I see the problem.  You somehow managed to put a little crack in the cover...and everything just seeped in.  It’s a good thing you got in here quickly.”


“Aluminum...or titanium for the next one,” Mannstein said.


Atglen nodded.  He looked down at the router.  “Well...this is a bit of a mess,” he said.

                                Chapter Forty-Seven
Bishop picked up the receiver, his index finger hovering above the number- four button.  He touched the button but then something inside his brain told him to wait a second, although right now it could very well be a matter of seconds deciding which course of action would catch these sons of bitches.  In the middle of everything, his mind flashed back to a discussion he’d had with his old flying buddy back in Vietnam.  They’d both been flying F-4s, night missions off the Kitty Hawk and at the time the word was that nothing...nothing was more stressful than landing a fighter at night on a carrier.  Not sitting in a foxhole, not parachuting...  It was sitting in utter darkness, with just the glow of the instruments while far in the distance the lights of the carrier looked like a dimly glowing postage stamp.  And that postage stamp wasn’t standing still.  It was bobbing and weaving in ultra-slow motion.

The argument was innocent enough.  Jonas stated that at such times, it was instinct that took over.  It was like playing the piano or guitar and if you had to think about what you were doing, it was already too late.  Instinct and practiced behavior.  
Jim Trip, “Tripper” however, had a surprisingly different take on the whole thing.  “You always have that half a second to think about what you’re doing...to make that decision.  It’s a chain of minute decisions all culminating in one action.”

“Yeah, right,” Bishop remembered saying. “You’re flaring and the deck is coming at you at a hundred and fifty knots...and you’re...thinkin’ about things.”


“That’s right,” Tripper said.  “You always have that extra fraction of a second.  Cut power and pray...or ram it to AB.”

“Yeah, but by that time, that decision is automatic.  You just do it.  You don’t think about it.  You can’t think about it.  You’d be dead.”


He remembered Tripper shaking his head and smiling at him.  “Nope,” he said, holding his scotch glass up to toast their disagreement.  “In this one instance, you’re wrong, dead wrong.”

Bishop sat back in his chair and looked out the window. The damned thing is...Trip’s the better pilot. How can he be wrong? The sun was low and distant and it made a peculiar angle pattern on the windows in the skyscraper across the street.  It was a perfect diagonal pattern.  The top windows all glowed a brilliant orange-silver.  The bottom right windows were black.  A handful in the middle had been bisected perfectly.  

They must have known that they’d been made, Bishop’s mind whispered.  They left the warehouse...and in one hell of a hurry.  But if that’s the case, why the hell would they call in a final warning.  They had to know we’d have a trace on the GMA line.  They had to have known.  But then...they had to have also known that we didn’t have a make on their vehicles.  Or...they’d already switched them out.  Why gamble it?  It didn’t make sense.  That was the thing that was sticking in his mind.  It didn’t make sense.  But then...so far, it had been an utter strike-out.  Whoever was on the other end of the chessboard was playing a much better game.  We’re getting our asses whipped.

Bishop leaned forward again and pressed Four.  

“Tinsman.”


“It’s a white pick-up, late model.  It may have advertising on the doors.”


A moment went by.  “Or not.  They have those magnetic signs now. They could just toss ‘em.”

“Yeah, you’re right.”


“I’ve got all the exits covered or about to be covered from Downingtown west to Harrisburg and all the side roads setting up around the Downingtown exit as much as is humanly possible.”

“You get word on the warehouse?”


“Yeah, just now.   Looks like they’re heading out.”

“What do you have going east?”


“Well, there’s only so much we can do.  If you take the King of Prussia exit which is just before, you run right into the King of Prussia Mall.  And that’s one big mother of a super mall surrounded by a sea of on-and-off ramps going everywhere.  There’s no way we could cover it.  There’s no way anybody could cover it effectively.”

“If you were trying to escape getting caught, where would you go?”


Tinsman thought for a moment. “East.”


“Agreed.  So why the fuck are they going west?  Like everything else in this case, it doesn’t make sense and there are too many things about this that aren’t making sense.  I feel like I’m being set up and it’s pissing me off.”  Bishop looked out the window again.  The diagonal line across the skyscraper was acting like a gigantic sundial.  He saw the movement of the darkness rising slowly up to obliterate the golden windows.  “Jeff, take a minute and take a breath.  And then pretend that you’re a Georgia cracker, a real Yankee-hater and you’re up in Yankee land getting ready to do something real bad.  You’ve been made.  You know they’re on your tail.  What would you do?”

“I don’t know,” Tinsman said.


“I know you don’t, but think about it.”


“I still don’t know.   But I suppose I’d want to make fools out of them...us.”

“That’s right.  And right now, that’s exactly what they’re doing.  Where’s the last place it would make any sense to go right now?”


“Back to the scene.  Back to Doylestown.  You think that’s where they’re going?”


“It doesn’t make sense...but I think it’s possible.”


Jeff Tinsman took a deep breath.  “Can I speak off-the-record, sir?”


“Always.”


“Sometimes...  Sometimes a cigar’s just a cigar.  I don’t know if these guys are super geniuses like you’re making them out to be...or just dumb-fucks and we’re getting confused with their...dumb-fuckedness.  Sometimes it’s hard to tell the difference.”


“I couldn’t have said it better.  But we gotta do something.”

                                   Chapter Forty-Eight
Joseph Fromme came out of the men’s room, wiping his hands on what was left of a soggy paper towel.  He pushed the metal lid of the trash can open with his knuckles to keep his fingers clean and tossed the tissue in.  He looked around.  Everything seemed normal enough.  Edward was just putting the hood down on the Camry and for just one second their eyes met.  He brushed some invisible lint off his sleeve and walked over to the station island, highly aware of the feel of the Glock that was stuck in his waist band behind him.  It was sagging a little, threatening to slip down too deep into his underwear.  But this was not the best time to be readjusting it.

Edward wiped his hands off on a paper towel as well and threw it in the trash.


“How’s the oil?” Joseph asked.  He stared at his son’s eyes as he said the words.


“It’s okay.  It’s down maybe half a quart but the color’s good.”


“Yeah,” Joseph Fromme agreed.  “You’re checkin’ the oil on a rental?”

Edward shook his head in disgust.  “You don’t trust anybody, do you?  Not even your sons.”


“We wear the chains we forged in life.  Do you trust me?”

“I always have.  By the way, who’d you call while you were takin’ a whiz?”


Joseph Fromme listened to the question and tried to figure out how his son knew.  He replayed the last five minutes in his mind.  It was when he was opening the door to the men’s room.  He’d reached in his pocket for the cell phone before he went inside.  “I called ABC.  I told them that they had eight hours to do the right thing.”

Edward wrinkled his nose.  “What the fuck didya do that for?”


There was an old vestigial wildness in Joseph Fromme’s brain, the part he’d inherited from his father, the insanity, the ability to go ballistic in one thousandth of a second...the part both of his sons had inherited from him.  He imagined the image, his hand slipping behind him, pulling the Glock out quickly and then putting an end to what had been a thirty-eight-year-old mistake.  He considered what he might say before he pulled the trigger.  You really are a disappointment rang inside his mind.  Instead he drew a long breath and let it out.

“Why’d I do it?” he repeated.  “Because years from now, when history looks back on this moment in time, history will agree with us.  They will acknowledge that we gave them fair warning.  That we weren’t terrorists, but shapers of the future.”


“I thought we were terrorists,” Edward said. “That’s the whole point.”

Joseph nodded at the logic.  “We were.  But even in the midst of a battle, tactics must change and evolve.  I’m looking at the big picture.  We’re making history right now while you...you just want to blow stuff up.”

Edward glared at him.  “Fine.”  He began walking back to the truck where Billy was sitting smoking a cigarette.


“No,” Joseph called behind him.  “You’re driving with me on this leg.”


Edward stopped but didn’t turn around.  “Fine,” he said.  He didn’t bother to ask why.  He already knew.



Joseph pulled the Camry over next to the truck and got out quickly.  His pace had changed.  In his mind, he was already back on the road.  “Okay, listen up,” he said to both his sons.  He looked over at Billy in his sneakers and new sweat suit, smoking a cigarette.  “You really do look like a faggot,” Joseph said.

“Well, what the fuck!” Billy said.  “You make me wear these goddamn Yankee threads...and then you wonder why the fuck I look like a faggot.”

Joseph looked at him levelly.  “I didn’t call you a faggot,” he corrected.  “I said you look like a faggot.  And right now, that’s better than if you look like a hillbilly.  If you can, try to keep your answers short and respectful till you’re back down past the Mason-Dixon Line.  Your voice doesn’t match up with your clothes.  You make a mistake now and you’ll be lying inside a metal locker.”  He pulled out an old folded-up road map and handed it to Billy.  “We’re splitting up now.  I want you to take the truck and head east not west.  I’m betting they had a trace at ABC and within about fifteen minutes, this exit is going to be crawling with cops.  You go east and then take that King of Prussia exit and head south.  Just take your time, and don’t take the highways.  Stay off 95 and just meander down toward Tennessee.  If you get there sooner than two days, you’re doin’ it wrong.”

“Well, where the hell are you goin’?” Billy asked.


“Back to finish the job,” Joseph said.  He looked at Edward.  “Is the truck clean?”


“Yeah, it’s just tools now except for the fifty-caliber and a bunch of rounds.”

“Okay, I want the fifty-caliber and the rounds in the trunk of the Camry.  And Billy, if you get stopped for anything, you’re just a poor dumb fuck.  You get a ticket, you just smile and say, ‘thank you sir’, you hear me?”

“I hear ya,” Billy said.  He looked over at his brother and shared a moment of hatred.

“If we’re going back,” Edward said, “why the fuck did we drive all the way out here?”


Joe looked at him.  “I’ll let you chew on that one while we’re heading back.  Billy, you follow us until King of Prussia.  Then you peel off, ya hear?”
                                     Chapter Forty-Nine

The FBI’s black Bell UH-1H helicopter, slowly spooled-up atop the FBI building in Manhattan, like a large angry dragonfly.  Bishop stepped out of the one-way exit door into the sunlight and looked around in the small tornado of air.  Even fifty stories up, debris accumulated on the roof, bits of paper, wrappers, pigeon droppings, asphalt grit.  They pelted his face and he squinted up at the pilot.

It was a far cry from the Vietnam years where the helicopters were all drab green and scratched and scarred and smelled of napalm.  There was always machine gun fire or the prospect of it and when you ran to the helicopter, you ran for your life. 

Now, he walked quickly, feeling his age and his weight.  He wouldn’t last a day in Vietnam now.  Hopefully he would last another couple of days as the Lambs of God set out to play whatever cards they were holding.  


As he climbed aboard and nodded to the pilot, he felt his pistol bulging in his suit.  It was partly the suit.  His wife had insisted on having it ultra-tailored, and it was partly his weight.  It had ballooned up in the past few months...two forty-five to two-seventy.  In truth, he could barely remember the last time he’d worn a sidearm.  Right now, it felt stupid now that he was advising senators and briefing governors.  

Over the rotor blast he leaned across the cockpit and yelled, “What’s the ETA?”


“Twenty minutes give or take, sir.”


Bishop nodded and fumbled with the harnesses.  They were so familiar and yet everything seemed like it had occurred in a different lifetime.  He sniffed, half-expecting to inhale some smell from the past.  The acrid smell of expended fifty-caliber cartridges, a waft of exhausted JP-4...  There was nothing.  Other than the noise, he might as well have been sitting in a puddle jumper bound for Ocho Rios or Martinique.  He slammed the aluminum-polycarbonate door shut.  It took two attempts to get it shut and locked...at least that hadn’t changed and three heartbeats later, he was in a really fast elevator going up, up, up, and then a  graceful nose-dipping pirouette toward the west.  The sun was just at the wrong angle, hitting them right in the eyes.  Bishop leaned back and closed his eyes, thankful that he didn’t have to do anything at all for the next twenty minutes or so except think.

He tried to think like Sherlock Holmes, mentally picking through details like a fisherman picking through wriggling worms for just the right one.  Some of them were important. Some of them would lead him the wrong way.  The bitch of the whole thing was, he couldn’t be certain what level of chess they were playing.  The Jeffrey Dahmers, the Theodore Bundys of the world, as insane as they were, had a definitive modus operandi, a certain logic even in their own internal insanity. The Osama Bin Ladens and Saddam Husseins had theirs as well.  As cruel and merciless as they were, they made some kind of sick, insane sense.  Lambs of God, his mind pronounced.


There’s still time to make amends.  Eight hours.  It was the sort of plea that hostage experts made to kidnappers.  You still have time.  You don’t have to be a murderer.  Was that what they were saying?  Bishop opened his eyes and looked at his watch.  Now it was less than seven hours.  Amends...amends...

Bishop looked down.  They were just passing over the Statue of Liberty as he peered at the top of her head.  Now, with all the construction and factories in Jersey just a half mile away, it seemed like an odd place to put such a majestic statue.  It looked like they’d dropped her off in the wrong harbor.  

But then...  What if they were genuinely trying to cover their trail...appear to be returning to Doylestown to clear the way for an exit south? It made more sense and it was clever.  Clever if the intent was to escape.  But that was only logical.  It didn’t match the profile.  Clever people don’t blow up an FBI agent just for the hell of it.  Not if they’re clever.

Bishop pressed Tinsman’s number on his cell phone and put his other finger in his ear so he could hear over the drone of the rotors.  

“Tinsman.”


“Yeah, I’m fifteen minutes out.  They have a helo pad on the roof there?”


“Yup.  They’ve got two.  I’ll see you in fifteen.  Anything else?”

“No.  You?”


“Not yet.”


“Okay...”  Bishop slipped his phone back in his vest pocket and felt for his pistol.  It was safe and sound in its holster, a holster that hadn’t been opened in...  God, had it been that long? He’d long ago given up trying to keep current.  Administrative heads don’t need pistols.  They don’t need to keep current with chopper time or any other kind of time.  For a second he felt his age, old and fat and worst of all, soft.  Always in the past there was a clear objective.  It always came down to how much firepower and manpower do I have to apply to win the objective.  There was always a number, some number that would solve the problem.  It just boiled down to the most efficient use of resources.

If you do not comply with this directive, we promise you, the wrath of God Almighty will be upon you, his mind whispered for the hundredth time.  They’re not just talking about killing Knowles, they’re talking about the wrath of God.  He could feel his mind locking-up.  It happened when he focused too hard on a problem.  The instincts had a way of going out the window when you tried too hard...concentrated too hard.  They know Knowles is in the hospital and they want him to come out.  They want him to make amends...give himself up...but to whom?  They’re not stupid enough to think they can just pick him up and drive away.  They’re insane, but they’re not stupid. 
 A Stinger missile?  A bazooka?  That didn’t make sense either.  Neither one would take out an entire hospital and the second the missile left the tube, it was a death sentence to whomever fired it.  I’m missing something, Bishop thought.  
                                        Chapter Fifty

Dr. Mannstein had taken an avuncular position, sitting next to Chris and feeding him questions as Atglen used suction to clean out the pus and then a small roto tool to polish each contact, then he recoated it with a sealer. “Can you feel your leg?”

“Yes.”


“Good.  Can you wiggle your toes?”


“I think so.  Can you look down and see?”


“Yeah, you’re fine.  Now make a fist and then open it up.”  It went like that for thirty-seven minutes.


“Ya know, Chris, if we hadn’t had to send one of the nurses out to an Ace Hardware for some super five-minute epoxy, this operation would have cost about seven thousand dollars less.  I’m thinking from now on, you should wear a football helmet if you do...well...anything at all.”

Chris looked over at him.  His eyes were wet and glassy from the tension. “You’re joking, right?”


Mannstein nodded and looked around.  Of the five nurses who had been assisting, two had left and had to be replaced.  He wondered what the ratio was overall in the hospital.  Two out of five?  It seemed like a lot.

As Mannstein bantered, Atglen moved over to a small surgical table and tore open the plastic package of epoxy.  “Five minutes,” he read.

“They also had one-minute epoxy,” the nurse said, “but I thought that might be pushing it a little.”


“Just a little,” Atglen agreed.  He picked up the plastic back of the router and pried open the crack.  It was tight and instantly snapped back when he let go.  “How do you actually mix this stuff?” he asked.  “I seem to remember gluing a wing back on one of my nephew’s toy airplanes.  Do you mix it for five minutes, or does it set in five minutes?”

“You mix it till the blue color goes away,” another nurse offered.  “After five minutes, it’s hard as a rock. Or it’s s’posed to be.”


Atglen removed the little plastic stirrer and pressed the plunger on the epoxy tube.  At first only the pale yellow side came out and so he pushed the other side.  “It doesn’t appear to be a precise way of metering this stuff out.”

“You usually have to toss the first inch or so...whichever comes out first,” the nurse said.  “Would you like me to do it?”


Atglen smiled.  “That’s all right.  I think I can figure it out.”


He stirred the blue-and-yellow gels together until they did, indeed, lose color and then with a tongue-depressor from the next room, he carefully buttered both interior walls of the small plastic back and then applied pressure. A small bead of glue oozed up from the crack.  Atglen rubbed it away with his gloved finger and then wiped it on a paper towel.  “This isn’t the neatest way of attaching something I’ve ever seen.  Nurse.  I need another rubber glove if you don’t mind.”

He handed the plastic cover to the third nurse.  “Here, make yourself useful,” he said.  “Just hold that for another...”  He looked up at the clock above him, “oh, six or seven minutes just to be sure.”  He leaned down and put his face close to Chris’s.  “How we doing down there?”


“I have to pee,” Chris said.


“Badly?”

“It’s not terrible.”


“Can you wait another...fifteen or twenty minutes?  As soon as the glue is dry, all we have to do now is screw the cover back on and do a bit of suturing.  Shouldn’t take that long.  Or if you like, we can slide in a pee pee pot.”


“That’s okay.  I think I’ll wait.  Is it okay if I sit up for a minute.  My back is locking up.”

“I’d really rather you didn’t,” Atglen said.  “Where’s it locking up?  Maybe I can rub it out.”



“Lower back, right in the middle.”


Atglen massaged gently in small circles in the middle of Chris’s back.

“Yeah, only harder...  Yeah, good.  That feels good.”  He lifted his head off the thin cotton pillow and tried to look someone in the eye.  It was hard, everyone was at a bad angle.  “What’s the countdown?”


“Countdown?” Atglen repeated, though he knew the intent of the question.


“Yeah.  How many hours till... till the wrath of God?”

“We’ve still got four hours,” Mannstein said.  “And a lot can happen in four hours.”

                                      Chapter Fifty-One

Joseph Fromme popped two antacids and then lit an unfiltered Camel cigarette as he drove east toward the Friday traffic heading out of Philadelphia.  Billy was at most two car lengths behind him in the Silverado and he knew it was because Billy was afraid of getting lost...separated. 

Here he was, tattooed with swastikas and skulls with flames coming out of their eyes, capable of blowing the head off somebody if they looked at him wrong, but in a strange kind of way, Billy was also a needy little kid.

Across from him, Edward sat in the shotgun seat feigning sleep.  He was the complete opposite of Billy and yet, he wasn’t sure which one to watch out for more.  With Edward, it was all fighting for control and showing the rest of the world he was smarter than they were.  Billy was just evil and id all rolled up into one nasty package.  It was fortunate that he wasn’t that bright.

Joseph had a theory that if you had two kids, there was just a certain amount of brain power to be apportioned between the two of them.  Edward had gotten all the brains and all the confidence.  And that had left Billy with just the dregs, though he had made the best of his explosive temper, turning it into a fearsome tool.  

“He should have turned south by now,” Joseph Fromme said in such a low and moderate voice that the ruse of Edward’s being asleep was obvious to both of them.


Edward blinked and stretched a moment, a bit of theater before looking back through the rear window.  “You want me to call him?”

Fromme took another puff and looked at the rearview mirror.  “Yeah.  Tell him he has to turn south and pretty fuckin’ fast.  I don’t want him taking 95 South.”

Edward reached down in his pants and pulled up his cell phone. “Yo, bro,” he said, his voice sounding bored.  “Daddy wants you to turn south.”


Joseph Fromme listened intently.  He could tell by the timing exactly what was going on.

“Well, okay then.  Suit yourself,” Edward said and snapped the cell phone shut.


“Dumb shit,” Fromme muttered after half a minute.  “What’d he say?”

“He said that he’d made half those little pine cone bombs and he sure as hell wanted to see them blow.”


Fromme had been watching the traffic going west.  It was heavier with everyone going home, getting ready for the weekend, but what he was watching for hadn’t shown up yet, a caravan of black-and-whites heading west, heading for Downingtown.  It should have started by now.  They should have been filling the road going west. Maybe when push came to shove, the Yankee police were as slow as the southern.  

At the Willow Grove toll booth, Fromme handed the ticket to the attendant along with a five dollar bill.

“Downingtown,” the attendant said.  Joseph Fromme listened to the intonation of his voice.  It sounded calm and matter-of-fact but he continued to watch the man.  “Your change is three-fifteen,” he said handing him the change.  For a brief second, their eyes met.  Joseph stared into them, searching for some tiny thread of fear, or of nerves being held at bay.  There was nothing that he could see...and they didn’t pay the ticket takers enough to be going for an Oscar.

“You have a good weekend now,” the ticket taker said in a friendly voice.

“I hear it’s gonna be good weather,” Fromme said with equal cheer.  He watched in the rearview as Billy pulled into the booth behind him.  He visualized a pistol whipping up, a puff of smoke and the Silverado screeching off, but it didn’t happen.  Billy was off and gone in record time, catching up. 


At the first traffic light, Edward turned on the radio and began punching up stations.  There wasn’t anything good, nothing like the lonesome wail of a Merle Haggard, though it was Joseph who snapped the radio back off.


“By the way, did you wire a bomb under this car?” Joseph asked casually.

“Did I what?” Edward answered.  


Joseph Fromme listened to the intonation.  “It’s a simple question.  Did you wire a bomb under this car?”


Edward sat back in his seat and chuckled.  “Well... you know what?  As a matter of fact, I did.  But I wouldn’t be drawing too many conclusions from that.  I also wired-up the truck...just to cover the bases.”

Fromme considered the answer.

“Tell you what, you want the remote?” Edward asked dangling his keychain in the space between them.  “Cuz if you don’t trust me...”
Fromme glanced across the seat.  Edward’s face had puffed up to beet-red.  “If I don’t trust you...what?  Finish the sentence.”

Edward glared and went silent for a minute.  “If I really wanted to kill you, there are a thousand easier ways I could do it.  I wouldn’t...”
Fromme chuckled. “What?  Are you saying you wouldn’t bother using a bomb?”

“Now you’re putting words in my mouth.”  Edward sat up straighter and sort of shook himself off.   “I love you, Daddy.  You’re...my dad.  Didn’t you ever watch any of those Hallmark specials?  We’re blood.  And blood sticks together.”

                                      Chapter Fifty-Two

Standing beside the roof-top helicopter pad, Tinsman checked his watch.  It was four-fifteen exactly.  He glanced down and around at the parking lot and the tops of roofs in the surrounding area.  By all rights they had enough men and firepower around the hospital to take over a small republic.  The state police had five cars cruising the parking lots, spot-checking everyone who had a pulse.  At the speed they were going, they looked like big mechanical sharks. Buckingham and Doylestown were in full-force and the number of FBI vehicles parked around the hospital was silent testimony to what waited inside.  The air waves crackled every time something larger than a Honda Civic pulled into a lot.  


A full ten seconds before he saw anything, he heard a familiar sound.  It was the low mutter of a Bell UH-1H helicopter coming in at max burn from the east.  It first appeared as movement in the trees behind the courthouse and then blasted over it at a scant fifty feet going full-tilt.  He smiled despite himself.  The people in the courthouse would get a good thrill for about two and a half seconds.  Bishop obviously wasn’t taking any chances with pot shots or rockets from the ground.  The helicopter bore down fast on him, skimming over the trees, dipping out of sight as if it were set on ramming the hospital.  And then, at the last second, it arched up directly over his head.  For a fraction of a second, he could see Bishop and the pilot staring straight ahead.  It skidded a perfect one-eighty above and behind him, the nose now dipping ominously down as if it were going to crash into him.  The chopper lost the little altitude it had and then at the last second, the pilot tilted the rotors to full-max, chopping up the air ferociously and bringing the helicopter to a hard quick landing.  It was something to experience.  If he hadn’t gone through it before, he might have shit his pants.  The Bureau don’t hire no rookie pilots, he thought, grinning to himself.

Bishop was up and out in a half-second sprinting with his head ducked down like a quarterback as the chopper dusted-off.  At fifty feet, it spun on its axis and jetted on off toward the west.

Caught up in the speed of everything, Tinsman ran over to greet him, subconsciously ducking his head to match.  Bishop finally stopped, clearly out of breath.  He coughed and spat and looked at Tinsman.  “I’m getting too old for this,” he said, spitting again. “What’s the status?”


“Nothing in the past fifteen minutes,” Tinsman said. “Knowles’s out of the O. R.  He’s doing fine.”


Bishop made a note that Tinsman had said “he” not “she”.  Good, he thought.  That was a good sign.

“As it turns out, it was a hardware problem, not software,” Tinsman continued.  It was meant to be a small joke but Bishop didn’t get it.

Bishop looked at him.  “In this context, I don’t really know what the hell you’re talking about.  Is he okay or not?”


“That thing they put in his head, that router thing...  Knowles got cracked on the head and a bunch of crap got in.  They got the crap out and...you’re not gonna believe this. They had to send a nurse out to buy some five-minute epoxy to glue the damned thing back together.  Right now, I guess he’s doing just fine...long as the epoxy holds up.”


“The world’s really changing, isn’t it?” Bishop said.

Tinsman nodded.  He was aware that he, himself, was considered old-school by his wife, by his kids.  But Bishop was even older-school...BTV...before television.

“Is he sedated?” Bishop said.


“Nah, just local.  From what I hear, it wasn’t that kind of operation.  They make a couple cuts on the back of the neck, slip the doo-hickey out and hook it up to a computer while he’s still attached.  I just hope they put those little Energizer bunny rabbit batteries inside.  I’d hate to think that I’m driving down the road and suddenly I’m just goin’ slo-mo because my batteries are getting low.”

“I’d like to see him,” Bishop said, being careful to use the right gender.

“Yup.  We kinda figured that.”

They walked fast down the hallway, two-abreast.  The nurses sensed to get out of the way.  In the elevator, they stared at the door in silence and watched the LED number go down to four.  As the door opened, two agents stood at either side of the door, guns at ready, but lowered to knee-cap level.  Bishop looked at the guns and took it in.  “Good,” he said, walking past them.


At the end of the hall, they came upon agent Tanaka.  There was no surprise in her eyes by the time they were upon her.  She glanced at Tinsman and then held Jonas Bishop’s eyes in her own.

“I’ll need to see your ID...sir,” she said to Bishop.


Tinsman stepped forward.  “Don’t you know who the hell you’re talking to?  You’re talking to...”

Tanaka continued to stare at Bishop.  “I am aware who the head of our division is,” she replied.  “But I have never actually met Mr. Bishop, and my job...”


Bishop smiled broadly as he removed his wallet and flipped it open for her to inspect.  He looked over at Tinsman.  “You’ve got people working for you,” he said.  “Mizz Tanaka isn’t the first line of defense.  She’s the last line and that’s as important as it gets.  Good job, Agent Tanaka.  Do you think we could forego the pat down?   I have a Glock in my shoulder holster and that’s all.”

Tanaka stared at him and said nothing for a long second.  “I’m sorry, sir.  You know what they say.  In for a dime...in for a dollar.  Would you please move your feet a little farther apart?”


Bishop looked at Tinsman smiling, just as both their cell phones went off simultaneously.  The smiles faded and both of them stepped off to the side to take the calls.  They were only on for what seemed like a second.

“We’ve got ten minutes,” Bishop said.

They rushed into Chris Knowles’s private room in the ICU.  Jenny and Meredith were sitting on the bed.  Mannstein had his stethoscope pressed against Chris’s chest listening to the heartbeat.  They looked like startled deer as Bishop flipped open his ID.  “I’m sorry to have to meet you like this,” Bishop said, “but we just got a call from the Lambs.  They’ve given us ten minutes.  We need to get you out of this room and down in the basement...right now.”

Mannstein stood up, but Chris leaned back in his pillow.  


“Ten minutes till what?” Chris asked in such a soft voice it took a moment for the words to sink in.  


“C’mon.  I can fill you in on the details in the basement.”


“What details?” Chris asked, her voice stronger now.  “I really...need to know what the fuck is going on!”

Bishop stared at the young girl with the suddenly foul mouth and it just barely began to dawn on him what realities these people had been living for the past months.  It was hard to mentally wrap himself around it.  “Mister Knowles,” he said in an even voice, “we’ve just been given ten minutes.  And then, to quote whoever-the-hell was on the other end, 'the wrath of God is coming down' on this hospital...and right now, I don’t have the slightest idea what that even means.”

The young pretty blonde woman stared him levelly in the eyes.  “I’m sorry.  I don’t want to sound unappreciative cuz I really am.  But ten minutes to do...WHAT?”

Bishop stopped and saw what was behind the turned-up nose, the prefect teeth and pert chin and suddenly he understood.  He tried to weigh out what to say.  “Mr. Knowles, what they just said was this.  They are giving you ten minutes to go outside...alone...”

“So they can shoot me.”


Bishop shook his head slowly, the way a priest shakes his head when he’s hearing lies in the confessional.  “No, Mr. Knowles, it’s not even that simple.  They...  They are demanding that you go outside and...  They want you to...”  Bishop stopped.  “Mr. Knowles, they want you to kill yourself.  That or they’re going to do whatever it is they have planned.  The only thing I can promise you is, we’re sure as hell not going to let that happen.  You have my word on that.”

Chris didn’t react at first.  He reached behind his head and touched the place where Atglen had just operated.  There was a large gauze pad taped to the back of his neck and he felt the dampness on his skin.  And then he chuckled oddly to himself.  “Ya know, Dr. Mannstein,” he said, “this router you guys came up with is really a miracle. I’m serious.  It’s great. But it’s got a couple of glitches...side effects.  And one of them is that every fucking person you come in contact with gets killed and your whole life goes directly to shit.  You might want to consider those side effects for the next sap who comes along.  For me...  I’ve had enough.  ENOUGH!”

For a long moment the room was silent but then Bishop nodded to Tinsman.  


“Okay, everybody, this isn’t a drill,” Tinsman said.  “We’re going out in the hallway, down the corridor to the elevators and next stop, the basement.  I’d like to keep this as orderly as we can.”


Jenny nodded question marks at Chris.  He looked at her for a second and then motioned for them to move.  Mannstein walked out behind Tinsman and Jenny stepped aside so that Chris could go out.  In those three or four seconds, Chris saw the small scalpel that Mannstein had used to cut the tape for his bandage.  It flared in his vision and he did something he’d seen on TV at least twenty times.  He bumped against the metal cart and in that second he palmed the small stainless scalpel.  It felt cold yet precise and delicate in his fingers.  It felt strange to be stealing, hiding the instrument that was going to be your own demise.  He had worried and wondered probably a hundred times, wondering how he would probably check-out.  He was sure it’d be when he was chain sawing.  The chain would kick back and cut an artery and he’d never make it back to the house.  Or... the Kubota would flip and he’d be pinned and slowly suffocate.  He’d never imagined a quick death for himself.  Now, he knew.  He just couldn’t figure how and where to do it...where to stab or slit.

In the elevator, Jenny touched his other arm and they held hands, Jenny squeezing as if in some code that said, are you all right? and he squeezed back hard.  “Love you,” he whispered as the letter B showed up in tiny white LEDs above the door.

                                   Chapter Fifty-Three

They pulled into a Sunoco station three blocks from the hospital but within clear sight and easy shooting range.  Joseph filled up and looked around.  Billy pulled up to the other island and tanked-up as well.  They didn’t look at or acknowledge each other except right at the end.  Joseph looked over in the direction of a large billboard for Price-Line Dot Com at the end of a blind alleyway.  William Shatner’s huge head was smiling down at them and the Starship Enterprise was zooming through a green universe of huge dollar bills.  He nodded casually at Billy and Billy nodded back.


“Oh, good choice!” Edward said cheerily as the Silverado pulled in tight behind the Camry.  They were actually completely hidden inside the billboard and because Shatner was ostensibly smiling down on the 611 bypass as well, it was a clear shot at the front of the hospital.


Edward popped the trunk and searched around.  He found his battery drill and chucked in a hole-cutting bit.  He climbed up on the scaffold and drilled a two-inch hole in what was the edge of a dollar bill on the other side.  He peered through the hole.  “Perfect.”


He went back to the trunk and rummaged around.  Inside a small grey felt bag, he shook out a long grey metal tube with two clips on the end.  He removed the fifty-caliber from its case, inserted the silencer into the barrel, and then snapped the two clips shut.  Then he rummaged inside his jacket and found the long plastic laser pointer that had come with the blasting kit.  “Good for twelve-hundred feet,” he grinned.  “I’m guessing we’re not more than a thousand as the crow flies, but for the feds, it’d take them minutes to get over here, and that’s assuming they could even figure out where the fuck we are.”

Joseph Fromme looked at the laser pointer and glared.  “Okay, you put that thing away.  That’s not an option...least not yet.”


Edward’s mouth dropped open.  “S’cuse me?  It’s not...an option?”


“You got crap in your ears or something?” Joseph Fromme answered.  “I said, not yet.  What part of not yet don’t you understand?”

Edward looked at his father.  He looked even more frail and weak than he had before.  He looked ashen, his face was grey almost to the color of his eyes.  “You gave them ten minutes and that was five minutes ago.  How fucking long do you think we have to wait?”

Joseph Fromme stood up slowly.  “You’ll wait till hell freezes over if I tell ya.  I told them ten minutes and if that woman comes out...and kills herself, then this whole thing is over.  We’ve achieved our goal.”

Billy sat down on the edge of the scaffold not really comprehending the nuances of what was going on, but not terribly pleased either about the prospect of just folding their tent and going home.


“And what fucking goal is that? What kind of...big impression does that make?  I can see the papers now. ‘Girl kills self.  Lambs of God are a bunch of fucking hot air!’”

Joseph Fromme ignored the words and lit a cigarette.  He blew out the smoke and looked at it drifting up into the darkness between the two billboards.  He took another puff and blew it out.  “Ya know, Edward, the trouble with you is you never ever think of the big picture.  You’re smarter than your brother...but not by as much as you think.  In the big picture, we’re gonna go down in history as heroes...heroes who quietly and reasonably as was conceivable, made their point and then moved on.”

“I can’t fuckin’ believe this,” Edward said.  He hefted the big fifty- caliber ominously.  It was heavy in his hands as Joseph watched him.  Then he stood it up next to the hole he drilled and climbed back down off the scaffold.  


He went back to the trunk and looked around in his tool box.  While they were killing time at the warehouse in Souderton, he’d made his first garrote wire.  It wasn’t much really.  It was crude, two four-inch hunks of broom handle with quarter-inch holes drilled in the middle, two stainless-steel bolts and twenty inches of piano wire.  He’d practiced on a watermelon and he’d joked with Billy that it was a helluva lot faster than trying to cut it with a knife.  


He gazed down at the two handles and smiled at the simplicity of the whole thing.  They really were beautiful and somehow just perfectly appropriate for the moment.  


He waited until his father turned his back on him and then he stepped in behind him.  He knew his father’s timing sooooo well.  “Daddy, there’s something I always wanted to tell you.  Ya wanna know something?  You disappoint me, too.”  There was a long second as Joseph Fromme considered the words.  And then fast as a snapping turtle, Edward flipped the wire over his father’s head and pulled...HARD...deliciously HARD, the wires not just strangling but actually slitting his father’s throat at the same time.  He slacked-back for just a second as his father jerked and gasped, his feet not touching the ground, but then crashing down.  And then he yanked with all his might, his knuckles bone white from the strain. “This is a long time comin’ Dad,” he whispered close to his father’s ear.  He could feel the wire cutting deeper all the way to his spinal cord before the head flopped over.  He eased up finally, his fingers covered with blood as his father slid down slowly to the ground.  The head was completely severed from the body, except for  a bit of gristle at the back of the neck and the white bone of the vertebra.  He turned the head completely around to face him.  It was easy to move, like a small cantaloupe in his hands.  The eyes were still open though it was impossible to tell if he was dead.  “Ya know, you’ve always been one royal pain in my ass,” he said to the ashen face.

He stood up with the head in his hands.  It was slippery now with all the blood. Billy was just standing there, staring down at his father’s head now turned backwards on his body.  Edward looked back down to see the whole thing through his brother’s eyes.   And then he said, “Well...  Ya ready to blow-up some shit?”  For a long moment they just stared at each other.

“Yeah, I guess,” Billy said.  “What are ya gonna do with him?  Dig a hole?”

Edward looked down at his father’s face.  He turned the face away from him and then drop-kicked the head off the scaffolding.  It was heavy, compared to a football and only went about twenty feet and landed in some weeds.  He wiped the blood off his shoe and looked up. “Nah, it’d take too long.  And with blood hounds, they’d just find him and dig him up anyway.  And I’m not really looking to be running from the feds for the rest of my life.”

“So what do we do?”


“Ya know that fertilizer we distilled?  Well...we’re gonna take about a half-pint of it and give Daddy a proper send-off.  I think he woulda preferred that to digging a hole and feedin' him to the worms.  Plus it’s a whole lot easier...tidier.”

“I thought you left that back at the warehouse.”

“Hell, no.  After all that work?  That’s like the best moonshine you ever ran into in your life.  That shit packs a punch.”


“Well, where the hell is it?”


“It’s in that big plastic jerry can in the back of the truck.”


Billy glared at him.  “Fuck you, man.  You mean I been ridin’ around with a fuckin’ bomb in the back?”


Edward looked at him patiently.  “Billy.  It’s not a bomb if it doesn’t blow up.  Right now it’s just a can of real wild shit.”

“Yeah, but if I’d hit somethin’...”


“Well, you didn’t.  Now go get me about a half pint.  I think there’s an empty beer can in the console.  Just be careful with it.”  Edward watched him walk back to the truck.  For a moment he tried to figure what his brother’s IQ was.  It had to be a hundred or below.  At the very least, he was a good seventy points higher.  “While you’re back there, there’s two packages, one for each of us.”

Billy swung around.  “What’s in ‘em?”


Edward grinned at his brother.  “Oh...you’re gonna like it.  For the next hour or so, you and I are gonna play cops and robbers...only we’re gonna be cops.  We’ve got shirts, pants, hats.  I even got us some badges and...two holsters so we can wear our Glocks right out in plain sight...all thanks to the internet.”

Billy sat down on the aluminum running board of the Silverado and tore open the UPS package.  He tore open the small cardboard box with the holster first and tried the fit with his Glock.  “It’s perfect,” he called back, already trying a couple of fast draws. “Just like a pig in warm shit.”  He looked up at his brother.  “Man, you think of everything!”

Edward grinned back, only slightly surprised at how quickly...and easily Billy had accepted the death of his father.  Psychopaths  probably don’t suffer all that much, he concluded.

He looked down at his watch.  “I do believe it’s party time.”

                                       Chapter Fifty-Four

Christopher Knowles had been sitting quietly in the basement lounge next to his wife and daughter, holding hands with Jenny and his arm around Meredith.  To someone casually walking by, they looked like a youngish mother with two daughters, one blonde, the other brunette. 

In the elevator, he bent down to push the hem of his hospital gown back down over his knees.  He slipped the scalpel down into the bottom of the white hospital slipper.  It felt cold and hard beneath the softness of his foot and he hoped it wouldn’t turn when he walked and cut the hell out of his foot.


He leaned over to Jenny and gave her a kiss on the side of her cheek and then a long kiss on her mouth.  She kissed back...hard.  It was the first real passionate kiss he’d had since the change and he was glad to finally get it.  “I love you,” he whispered next to her ear.


Jenny leaned into the crook of his arm and kissed him on his shoulder blade.  “Love you too, baby,” she said.  She looked up into his eyes. “You okay?”  She patted his knee and squeezed it.  “It’s gonna be okay.”


Chris nodded.  “Yeah.  Everything’s gonna be all right.”  He gave Meredith a kiss on the top of her head.  He knew if he did anything more it would call attention.  He just touched her cheek with his hand and turned her around to face him.  “You’re getting to be one beautiful and smart and capable young lady,” he said, smiling down at her.


She smiled back at him.  “It’s gonna be okay, Dad,” she said, mimicking her mother’s words.


“I know.  But right this moment, I have to pee something fierce.  You just take care of Mom for a few minutes.  Okay?”


Bishop and Tinsman were conferring with a state cop and one from Buckingham across the room.  They peered over at him as he crossed the floor. 


“Where’s the restroom?’ he half-whispered, half-gestured.


“Out the door, turn right.  It’s next to the elevators.”


Chris nodded and stepped out with the innate grace of the young body that had once been Catherine Flanagan’s.


“I wonder which restroom she goes to,” the state police officer chuckled.


No one else laughed, but they watched her slip out the glass doors and walk down toward the elevators.  And as it turned out, she really did have to pee.  She walked down and turned the corner.  Twenty feet down on the left were the two stainless-steel elevators and across from them the signs for the men’s and women’s restrooms.  He padded down the hall, heart pounding, suddenly highly aware that everything he was seeing now was for the last time.

He stopped in front of the restrooms and looked up at the signs.  It was the first time since the transformation that he’d actually had to use a public restroom.  For all the talk and for all the philosophy, for a moment, he couldn’t figure out which one he was supposed to go in.  Even in his last moments on earth it was complicated.  He pushed the women’s door open and slid inside, hoping no one was there.  It was empty.  He went into a stall and sat down.  The fear had gone right to his bladder and he peed quickly and flushed.  


At the row of marble wash basins, he waved his hand in front of the sensor and the water turned on as if by magic.  He soaped his hands, realizing as he did that there really wasn’t a logical reason to be washing them now.  In a handful of minutes, he’d be out in the front of the hospital, dead by his own hand, and it would all be over.  No one else would have to die...no wrath of God, no worrying if Jenny or Meredith would be next.  At least there was that.  He just hoped that Jenny wouldn’t hate him for sacrificing everything so she and Mere could survive.


He looked in his own eyes.  They were gaunt and sad and he found he couldn’t stare in them anymore.  He was betraying himself in some way and he knew the truth of that.  But there also wasn’t any other way.  He looked at the figure in the mirror and wondered idly if he’d be some small annotation in the Guinness Book.  The first human being to truly be a man and then a woman.  But even that didn’t seem quite right.  There’d have to be further explanations.  It would never be cut-and-dried.  “Goodbye,” he said to Catherine Flanagan’s image.  “I’m sorry this didn’t work out for you, either,” and for a moment, he wondered whether he was killing one... or was it two people.


He looked back down the hall in the direction of Jenny and Meredith, wavering inside his mind.  You don’t have to do this, echoed in his brain.  You can just turn left...and no one will ever know. But then he heard the words he had heard so many times in the past few days.  The wrath of God... The whole wrath of God will be upon you if she doesn’t make amends.  Do the right thing.  

He hesitated turning left and then stopped.  No...  This is cowardice.  If I go back and Mere and Jenny are killed...and I somehow survive...  I can’t let that happen.  It’s gone too fucking far.

The automatic doors slid open for him and it seemed like a sign from above.  Cold dead metal doors opened as if by magic, escorting him out into the sunshine and to the end.


Outside, he looked around.  Far away he saw black-and-white police cars gliding noiselessly down the rows of parking lots.  The front of the hospital was uncharacteristically empty.  Of course.  This was zero hour and nobody wanted to get killed.  It made sense.


He realized he hadn’t thought it out, hadn’t thought it through.  He was certain that he was being watched.  He could feel it.  Probably a high-powered rifle trained at his chest even as he stood there.  Yeah, it’d be easier this way, he thought.  Like a light switch.  I stand here and in a couple of seconds the lights go out.  That’s all.  It was simple.  But then he remembered the words.  “I have to make amends,” Chris whispered aloud.


There in front of the hospital was a covered island allowing two rows of cars to pass in front.  He walked out to the island and looked around and then he saw the hospital’s huge aluminum flag pole fifty feet out and erected upon a broad concrete podium.  The flag was waving softly in the breeze, the nylon rope making small noises as it brushed against the hollow pole.  “Yeah,” he heard Catherine Flanagan’s vocal cords say.  It was as if she were agreeing with him.  He bent down and retrieved the scalpel and kicked off the hospital slippers.  He looked at the scalpel, aware that everything he was seeing now was purer, brighter than he had ever seen it before.  In the sunlight, the small silver instrument glowed. It seemed appropriate that it was as a surgeon’s scalpel that would now be his demise.


He climbed up the three stairs to the concrete podium and then pulled himself up on top of the short concrete obelisk.  Even in the sun, the wide aluminum pole felt cold against his skin.


Oddly, it was one of the distant police cars that spotted him first.  He saw the lights go on and it suddenly accelerated, turning to the main entrance road as one-by-one the others followed suit.  They climbed out of their cars and began running toward him.  He held the scalpel out for them to see.  He swiped it in front of his neck to show them what was about to happen, and then he shook his head slowly from side to side.  They stopped in the grass.  The intent of the pantomime had been interpreted correctly.  


Two hundred feet above them and a quarter-mile away, up on a hill over-looking the 611 by pass, Edward had drilled out a second two-inch hole in the Price Line billboard.   He was in his glory now.  He was free.  No one to piss on his ideas anymore.  No one to make him feel like a misfit.  It was graduation day.  Yes, graduation day! he thought, a broad smile forming on his face as he re-checked the silencer he had fabricated down in Tennessee for the fifty-caliber.  There just wasn’t a big call for fifty-caliber silencers, just as there wasn’t a big call for silencers on M-1 tanks or Howitzers, the thought being, by the time you were using one, you really didn’t give a flying-fuck who the hell heard.  Well...not always.  He giggled at his own humor and wondered idly if sometime in the future he could fabricate silencers...maybe sell them on the internet.  There were all kinds of things he could create and sell for a huge profit.


He breathed on the lens of the telescopic sight and polished it off with a corner of his pale blue policeman’s shirt.  He looked up to see Billy watching him.  “What’s up?” he asked cheerily.


“What do we do now?” Billy asked.


“We’re gonna blow us up some shit!” he said.  “Tell you what.  I’ll even show you how to do it...and you can press the button, too, but not till I tell you.  Ya hear?”


“I hear,” Billy said, his voice unusually surly.


Edward looked up at his brother.  “What’s up now?” he asked.  “You sound all fucked-up.”


“Nuthin’.”


“No, that’s bullshit and you know it.  What’s eatin’ you?”


Billy looked at him.  “I haven’t decided exactly how I feel about you killin’ Pa.”


Edward chuckled.  “Well, you hated his fucking guts.  I know that much.”


Billy nodded.  “Yep.  That’s true.  I just haven’t decided how I feel about it.”


Edward was still in too good a mood to let even Billy screw up his graduation day.  “Well, I tell ya what.  When you decide how you feel, you come to me and we’ll talk about it.  How’s that?”


Billy stood there just staring down at the rifle.  “And there’s somethin’ else.  You think I don’t know when you’re talkin’ down to me.  I don’t like that, either.  You ain’t any better than me.  We’re the same.  Daddy even said so.  You’re just a little handier with the tools and shit.”


Edward could feel this going in a direction he didn’t want to handle just then.  He looked up at Billy and stared him straight in the eye.  “Well, ya know something?  You’re right.  And I’m sorry.  Let me see what I can do to change, now that Daddy’s gone.”  He stretched out his hand.  “Okay?  Deal?”


Billy looked at the outstretched hand and ignored it.  “I’m gonna hafta think about this some more.”


“Okay. Fine.  You do that.  In the mean time, let me show you how to key the laser into those little pine cone bombs you made.  I taped the laser to a spotting scope. It’s got a crosshairs and everything.  When the time comes, you just point the thing out that little hole I drilled.  You find those big ole cylinders holding up the side of the hospital and up at the top, you’ll see some tiny little black lines.  They’re the Christmas lights you made.  When I tell you, but not before, you find those lights and just play the laser around at them.  It may take a couple a secs. but...  Well, you’ll know when you find the right spot.  Okay?  We still brothers?”


Billy sucked on his teeth and glared in his direction.  “I guess.”


Edward watched Billy get down from the scaffold and head back toward the truck.  But far ahead he saw something else ease slowly into his sight.  If it had moved faster, he probably wouldn’t have noticed it.  It was a Doylestown police car slowing to a stop not fifty yards away.  Edward gave a little high-pitched whistle with his two fingers.  It was a signal they’d used when they were hunting, way back when, when they were kids.  Billy froze in his tracks and looked around.  Edward nodded in the direction ahead of them.  Billy nodded and faded like a slow-moving shadow in behind the scaffolding.


Edward became suddenly aware of the new leather holster holding his Glock.  It’d be fun to break it in with something important...a cop, but he thought about the stiffness of the new leather and the new snap would make a noise and would slow him down. And then there was the distance.  He’d never spent a lot of hours like Billy playing quick draw.  It was too much the stuff of westerns.  


But then he thought of the huge rifle sitting next to him, all ginned-up and fitted with a sight...ready to go.  It even had the silencer he’d fabricated for it.  He could feel his dick engorging inside his pants and he knew it was the right decision.  And it’d be a chance to try out the silencer.


Edward eased slowly down to a sitting position the same way he’d ease down behind a rock when a six-point buck appeared from out of nowhere.  It was always the fast movements that registered danger, not the slow ones.

The cop was just getting out of the car and looking around.  At that distance, Edward knew he had at least a few seconds till he was made...maybe even more.  He slid his hands slowly over and lowered the big barrel down equally slowly lest it bump into something and make a sound.  He turned it around in his lap. Take your time.  Don’t rush it.   It was already chambered.  Good.

Edward slowly slid his leg up and propped the barrel on top with his hand.  The cop was still just coming around the rear fender of the car.  

In his peripheral vision, he saw Billy behind the scaffold waving at him oddly.  It was  hard to decipher.  The closest thing he could come up with was, What the fuck are you doing?  He nodded him off.  Everything’s okay.  Just don’t move, and twisted the power on the telescopic sight all the way up to twelve.  He leaned down to peer through the lens.  At twelve-power, everything was so enlarged it was too blurry and things moved too fast.  But when he saw the policeman’s head, he chuckled to himself.  Except for the jiggling back and forth as he walked, he could have chosen which nostril to sight in on.


The cop was mature with short salt-and-pepper hair and he was taking his time.  He had that familiar look, like he might have done some hunting on his own.  He moved slowly as well and with an economy of motion, his head not jerking but sliding slowly, smoothly from one side to look, and then sliding to the other.  He had his gun out as well but it was at easy rest.  He was a man with time on his side.


Edward reached up and adjusted the knob down to six-power.  Now the policeman’s whole body filled the scope and wasn’t jumpy.  He tweaked it up to eight-power and noticed that the cop had stopped moving. He had frozen there just like a buck.  He eyed the name tag.  “Nice to meet you Officer Tilly,” he whispered.  It was just at that second he could tell he’d been made.  They looked at each other in the scope.  As the gun came up in the slow motion, Edward aimed for the badge and squeezed.  He’d expected a muffled “whump” from the silencer.  Instead there was a flash of orange and a huge KABOOM!  

It left him deaf for a moment and then his ears were ringing loudly.  Even with the anti-recoil, the kick had just about broken his arm.


He looked up from his scope.  The cop had been blown into the air and back ten feet against the squad car.  The rear door looked like it had been sprayed with red paint.


“What the FUCK?” he heard Billy screaming, though it sounded far in the distance.


Edward lowered the heavy rifle.  “wow...” 


He looked at the end of the rifle.  All that was left of the silencer were the retaining clips.  The silencer had blown off the rifle and buried itself in the scaffold.  He looked at it with disappointment, wondering where he had gone wrong.  You were lucky, a little voice whispered over the ringing inside his head.  That coulda made the bullet miss.  He was glad ole Pop wasn’t there to see it.  There would have been hell to pay.


Down in the paved asphalt valley below, the blast from the fifty-caliber echoed and rolled as if a stick of dynamite had gone off. 


Billy stood in plain sight now, arms akimbo, looking a lot like his father when he was younger.


Edward shrugged for his benefit.  “Something happened with the silencer,” he yelled, though even his own voice was muffled in his ears.  He walked over to what was left of Officer Tilly.  In the front there was a neat red dollar-sized hole in the center of his chest as if he’d been stabbed with a big apple corer.  In the back, however, it was just hamburger.  


Billy ran over to see.  “Sheeit, what the fuck do we do now?”


“Same plan,” Edward said.  “We just change a couple of details, that’s all.”


Edward leaned Officer Tilly forward.  He flopped down like he’d been filleted.  It was all blood and hamburger guts in the back.  “Isn’t this cool?” he said.  He looked down at his pants to see if he’d had an ejaculation.  It felt like he had.  It was all sticky down there, but he couldn’t tell for sure.


They dragged the carcass back behind a rock and wiped the blood off the door with their old clothes, then ran back to the giant billboard.  He noticed that William Shatner was still smiling down on them. At least he wasn’t pissed.


He picked up the laser sight and was about to peer through it.


“Hey—  You said I was going to do that,” Billy said


Edward looked at him, still feeling the glow of seeing the gaping hole and all that blood.  “Okay, a deal’s a deal.  Let me take a little look down in the valley first, see what the ants are doing.”  He pushed the barrel of the big rifle through the hole and ran the power back up to twelve.  “Glory me,” he chuckled. “Remember when we’d knock down a wasp’s nest and they’d all go crazy?  Take a look.”


Edward peered down through the scope and scanned the parking lots.  All the police cars were moving fast, but they didn’t seem to know where the hell to go.  Like ants, they were just scurrying around, back and forth.  He chuckled and patted Billy on the shoulder.  “The sons of bitches don’t even know where the shot came from.  This is truly golden!”


He scanned the front of the hospital, trying to see the Christmas lights for himself.  He scanned fast past the front entrance and saw something that wasn’t supposed to be there.  It was that young blonde girl he’d been thinking about...looking all sexy in her skimpy hospital gown.  He felt his dick hardening again and was glad he hadn’t come yet.  Maybe there was something even better...a little strange.  He focused in on her image.  She was propped up and holding on to the flag pole and unfortunately looking the other way.  It’d be nice to see her face, something to savor in his mind for future moments.  Strangely, there were a handful of police officers standing about fifty feet in front of her but not getting any closer.  From afar, it looked like she was giving a lecture.


He glanced at Billy.  He was actively moving the laser scanner back and forth and clicking the red button.  “Hey, what are you...” he asked, just  as he felt the huge concussion shock and the deafening roar of the high explosives going off.  It was like a lightning bolt going off in the next room. The whole scaffold rattled beneath his feet and he scrambled to see.


At first there was nothing but grey-black smoke in the valley.  But even with the smoke, he could see that at least the left half of the hospital was still standing.  It was disappointing.  He kept looking, waiting for the smoke to clear.  It seemed like a minute before there was a break in the smoke.  But then...  “God Damn Sonofabitch!” he yelled.  


Two of the huge metal columns were now nothing but shrapnel and debris But the third one, the one in the back was still standing.  He scanned it with the rifle.  “You fucker!” he screamed.  He had ponged the steel on two of the columns. They were both hollow...and now they were gone.  He hadn’t bothered with the third.  The steel was gone, but he could see the scorched concrete still standing behind it.  Why the hell would they fill just one column?  It didn’t make sense.  “Shit! Fuck!”  The south wing of the hospital was still standing, albeit with no windows and strewn with debris like a battlefield.

He looked at Billy.  “They fucked us.”  His mind flashed ahead.  There was still a way to pull this off.  He felt like a chess master at the end of the game.  He’d been put in check but he sure as hell hadn’t been checkmated.  There were still...really good options.  


“Okay, Billy,” he said.  “This thing’s getting a little more complicated than I was figuring on.  Here's what I want you to do.  I want you to take the truck and get the hell outta here.  Don’t go south, they’ll be expecting that.  You be smart and go north.  Take the little back roads and just keep heading north.  Don’t speed, just piddle along like you’re out driving on a Sunday afternoon.  You got the concept?”


“Yeah, I think I can...comprehend what you’re sayin’.  What the hell are you gonna do?”


Edward grinned.  “I’m gonna make Daddy proud of us after all.  We’re gonna go down in the history books.”


“What about Pa?”


Edward nodded.  “Good thinkin’.”  He pulled his keychain out of his pocket and looked at the buttons on the keypad.  He looked in the direction of the boulder they’d dragged him behind.  “Sorry, Pop.  We don’t really have a lotta time for a proper eulogy."  He thought for a moment.  "Dadd... You were a cocksucker and a sonofabitch and I hated your fucking guts.”  He looked over at Billy.  “Anything you wanna add?”


“Nope.  Ya kinda summed it all up.  I ain’t got no more to say.”

“Well, then...  On that happy note...”  Edward pressed the square black button on the right side of his keypad.  Nothing happened.  Edward looked up.  “I think the batteries are getting low.”  He pressed it again, and then again.  On the third press....   KABOOM!!!  The ground shook and the billboard scaffolding rattled so bad it looked like the whole thing was going to fall over for the second time in as many minutes.  For a long smoking second there was nothing, and then small bloody pieces of Joseph Fromme began raining down on them.  

Edward picked up a rag and wiped the blood off his arm.  “That just might have been a little too much fertilizer.”


Billy looked over at a small white pine that was close to the boulder.  What was left of Joseph Fromme’s right hand was lodged in the branches.  “Ya know, it’s a good thing Pa ain’t here.  He’d kick your butt.”


“Oh, he’s here, Billy,” Edward said with a quick grin.  “He’s just spread-out a little.”


“You wanna take the rifle or you want me to?" Billy asked.


“You take it.  For what I have in mind, I don’t think I’ll need it.”

                                  Chapter Fifty-Five
Edward slid in behind the driver’s seat of the police car and looked at himself in the rearview mirror.   There was a tiny piece his father stuck in his moustache. He picked it out of the moustache and peered at it.  One side was withered grey skin.  The other was pink and bloody.  He tried to figure what it had been.  It was impossible to tell.  He flicked it out the window and smiled to himself.  


Then he tucked the wisps of hair up under the hat and looked around at the instrument panel.  It was all truly cool stuff.  A twelve-gauge military-style pump in a matte-black bracket next to the hand brake.  Radios, scanners, a small video screen which he turned off, lest there be some camera inside the car monitoring who was driving.  He looked at the row of buttons for the lights and sirens.  Under different circumstances, it would have been fun to go tearing around, pull some people over and give them a ticket for just nothing at all.


He wondered if...after this was all over and some time had gone by, whether he could just lay low for a while, maybe a year or two and maybe study up to be a cop.  A southern cop.  Naahh.  They’d have to do a back-ground check for sure and there wasn’t any way to hide all the crap they’d done in the past five years.  “As Daddy says...used to say,” he corrected, “stick to the plan.”

He scanned the car a final time to see if he'd missed anything and then dropped the Dodge Charger into drive and slid out slowly, smoothly onto Hardy Road.  But then he remembered that he wasn’t matching the tempo of the scenario around him.  It was a buzzing wasp’s nest down there now.  He flipped on his lights, but not the siren.  A siren wouldn’t make a lot of sense right then.  He slid into the entrance lane for the hospital.  No one was watching the entrance now. They’d all run down to help with the casualties.


At least fifteen police cars were pulled over and parked every which way and more were pulling in behind him.  For a second, he had the urge to bolt, but then he looked back in the rearview and calmed himself.  “How can I help?” he asked in a low professional voice.  “Where are we putting the victims?”  He sounded pretty good...calm...professional.


People were sitting everywhere on the curb, on the walkway, being bandaged, being placed on gurneys and wheeled inside.


He looked around in all the rushing and turmoil and spied what he was looking for, the cute little blonde he’d seen on the TV for the past six weeks.  She looked dazed as she walked slowly back toward the hospital.  She was still wearing her little hospital gown. There was some blood on one side, but it looked superficial.  As she turned to look the other way, he saw her back and the small bandage on the back of her neck.  She had that beautiful skinny backbone which was a huge turn-on, each little vertebra poking out through that tight firm girly flesh.  He flashed back on his little joke to himself.  I could fuck your brains out, honey...literally.  Well, maybe not literally.  There wasn’t time for that.  But figuratively...that was something else.


He pulled up on the lawn between the girl and the hospital and slid out.  He flashed his wallet and badge in her face.  “I’m sorry, Miss—  Are you aware that you’re wounded?”

She looked up at him in a daze.

 “Please, Miss, let me drive you around to the emergency door.”

“Thanks anyway, I’ll just walk...” Chris began.

“I’m sorry, but you’re bleedin’ pretty bad.”  He opened the rear door of the Charger and pushed her in by her head way too hard.

“What the hell are you doing?” Chris yelled, but the door slammed in his face.

In the car, he looked at her eyes in the mirror.  She looked back and saw something in the eyes and she knew.

He flipped on the siren and began driving out quickly.  At the stop sign, a patrolman began walking over toward the car.  Edward jabbed his finger in the direction of the back seat and nodded.  I know, he mouthed to the cop and drove on slowly, lights flashing, siren blaring.

At the traffic light, Edward glanced in the rearview again and then he looked right and left.  “Tell me something, young lady...  Where’s a quiet place where we can get together and talk this thing out?”

It took a fleeting second for Chris to understand what was going on.  He tried to think.  He tried to think and nothing came.  He was no longer in a body that could win any kind of encounter.  Think...  Think Goddamnit!

“You don’t want to fuck me,” Christopher said.  “Ya see, inside my brain...I’m a guy, just like you.  And that’d make you a fuckin’ faggot.”


Edward grinned at him in the mirror.  “Now, now, it’s not classy to have potty mouth.  And you strike me as one classy little bitch.  Plus...if you convince me you are a guy, I might as well just take my gun out and blow your fucking head off.  Is that what you want, missy?  On the other hand, you play your cards right...I just might keep you around for awhile.   And who knows?  There’s always hope.”


Chris was fighting his mind and fighting the hormones as well.  The tears kept streaming down his face and...if he was in his other body, he’d give the cocksucker a run for his money.  Think!  Think!

“Okay, I get it,” Chris said in his best girlsy-wirlsy voice.  It was so believable it surprised him.  “You want to get in my pants.  I get it.  If I give you a good fuck...I mean a real good fuck, the fuck of your life, is there some kinda chance you’ll let me live?”


Edward grinned at her in the mirror.  “Now that’s the smart little lady I was hoping you were.  If you’re really, really good, maybe I’ll let you live.  That’s as good a deal as it’s gonna get.”



*

*

*

*


Tinsman’s cell phone went off just as he was helping a patient whose gurney had rolled ten feet from the explosion.  The stairwell was filled with smoke but the patient had been lucky.  The gurney had rolled off the top step but then it had gotten stuck against the metal railing.


“You’re one lucky, sonofagun,” Tinsman said to the old man.  He keyed the phone.  “Now what?” he asked, not really caring at the moment who the hell was on the other end of the line. 


“They told me to call you...” the voice at the other end of the line said.


“Well, now... Who are they and who the hell are you?  I got my hands full right now...literally.”


“Sorry, sir.  I’m Bob Mason.  I'm a new cop.  Real new.  In fact, this is my first week.”


“Can ya get to the point, son?”


“Yeah.  Sure.  Sorry.  I’m in my own POV right now and it came over the radio that you guys are looking for a new white Ford pick-up.  I think it might be the guy you’re looking for.”


“And how do you know that?”


“Well, sir...I don’t actually know for sure.  But there’s a bunch of smudges on the tailgate.  They're red smudges and it looks a lot like blood."


Tinsman’s ears pricked-up.  “Okay, son.  That's good...real good. Did he spot you?”


“I don’t think so.  My POV’s kind of a piece of shit.  It’s an old Chevy Nova...real old.”


“Okay, that’s excellent.  Now, the one thing I don’t want you to do is engage.  Do you understand?  If you think you’re being made...if you think he’s spotted you, just turn off and get the hell out of there.  Do you understand me?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Where ya at?”


I’m on Cold Spring Creamery, just before you get to 413.  Wait a minute.  He just put his turn signal on.  He's turning onto 413.  Do you want me to follow?”


“No, son.  You just ease down.  If you come up to him at the light, you play with the radio or something.  And you turn right.  Do you understand?  Don’t try to follow him.  That's an order.”


“I understand, sir.  Good luck.”


As Tinsman returned the cell phone to his pocket, Bishop was already standing in front of him.  “You heard?” Tinsman asked. 


“Yup.”


“How the hell did you hear?”


“I’m the head of the Manhattan branch of the Federal Bureau of Investigation.  I hear everything.  You ready to go?”


“You’re goin’, too?”


“Yeah.  Once in a while I gotta earn my keep, too.  You drive, though.  You know the area.”


Tinsman nodded. "Yessir."


Tinsman stood on it all the way down Cold Spring Creamery, no lights, no siren, just the sound of four-hundred-and-fifty horsepower from an American V-8 blasting the weeds along the side of the road.  By the time they made it to 413 they had closed the distance down to two miles.


They roared through the intersection.  The Suburban was heavy  enough that at the speed they were going, the turbocharger had come on and stayed on, spooling at 30,000 rpm.  Each bump on the country road threatened to launch them into space.


"I hope to hell this isn't some kind of wild goose chase," Bishop said.  He focused out the windshield, trying to spot something, anything that was white and moving.  "I wonder how many white pickups there are in Bucks County."


"Shitload," Tinsman muttered.  "But I don't think there's a shitload with blood splatters on the tailgate.  A pick-up truck slowed to a stop at the intersection of Ashview Lane.  For  a second, it looked white in the sunlight. "Uh oh.  I don't like this," he said, his body readying itself to put them into a bootlegger's turn.

"Wait.  It's silver," Bishop said.  "You go on by.  I'll scope the driver."  As they drove by, Tinsman fought the urge to look over.


"It's a woman...old woman," Bishop sighed.


"Okay, good.  Just...  Let's try and keep cool, keep in control, sir.  We could be goin' by twenty trucks that sorta match-up with the..."


Far in the distance, about a half-mile away, a white pickup had disappeared over a rise.  They only saw it for a fraction of a second.


"It was white, right?" Bishop blurted.


"It was white."


“Did they spot us?”  Bishop asked.


“Beats the crap outta me...I don’t think so. Not from a half-mile back."   Tinsman let up on the gas, but only for a fraction of a second.  “Oh, fuck, we’re not gonna lose this sonofabitch...not this time.”


The road dipped and then began up a long steep incline.  They were doing eighty up the rise when the pick-up came into view.   It was in their lane and closing fast.


“What the fuck?” Tinsman yelled.


"He spotted us. The SOB's gonna try and ram us!” Before Tinsman could get his hand off the steering wheel, Bishop had reached down to the row of switches on the dashboard.


Tinsman only had a fraction of a second to see Bishop's thumb flipping up all four toggles.  Four red lights flashed on, blinking fast as a shrill SHREEEEE blared out of the instrument panel.


"Sir, are ya sure you want all fou..."


Bishop's hand flipped all four toggles back down.  Four Raytheon Dragon Fire rockets exploded out from under the front bumper.  The sound was deafening.   For a second they couldn't see anything through the rockets' exhaust.  Then it cleared.  The pick-up looked like it was standing still when the missiles hit.  Four orange balls of fire blew out in front of them as the white truck cab and bed flew up and then separated in what looked like slow motion eighty feet above a grove of trees.

“SHIT!” Tinsman screamed as the cab began to tumble downward. But then another blast went off that made the rockets seem like toys.  It blew down the grove of trees below and vaporized what was left of the truck. 

One huge tree trunk came twisting toward them from above and he swerved off into the ditch.  The Suburban stalled and flipped sideways, Tinsman looked over.  “You okay?  You hurt?”

Bishop felt his arms and legs.  “I’m alive...I think.  What the FUCK was that?”

Tinsman looked up at the trees on either side of the road ahead.  They were all blazing.  He’d have to call the local fire company to get over there fast.  “I think this is part of that wrath of God they were talking about," he yelled over the hissing roar inside his ears.


*

*

*

*


Ed Fromme drove on, out of Doylestown heading west.  There was virtually no traffic coming their way.  Within five miles, life had gone back to a 50s pace.  They passed through Chalfont and Souderton where there were more pickup trucks and tractors.  They drove through Schwenksville, heading toward Pottstown.  Pottstown just sounded like a nice safe comfy Pennsylvania town to pull over and relax in.   


The sun was going down and Edward put on his lights and began looking for a good spot to pull over and make his own little path.  “This is pretty country,” he said, sounding sincere.  “It could almost pass for Tennessee."


"Tennessee sounds...nice," Christopher said, trying to depressurize the situation.  "Were you born there?"


Edward Fromme looked at him in the rearview and grinned good-naturedly.  "Yep, that's where I was born all right."  His eyes went back to scanning the countryside.  "I’m just looking for a spot that’s kinda quiet...maybe a little romantic...and mostly out of the way.”  He chuckled inside at his own humor.  "Waaay the fuck out of the way".  


Chris looked around.  He still had the scalpel, but it was a puny sharp object and Ed would search him for sure before he raped him.  He tried putting it between the cheeks of his ass while Edward wasn’t looking.  It stayed, but... if he got pinned down, there'd be no getting to it.  Plus, he might find it.


“Oh, glory be.  I think I just found us a real good place,” Edward sang from the front seat.  “It's a nice old abandoned barn. Real cozy.”


Chris watched the man put on his turn signal.  ...He’s about to rape me and he’s putting on his fucking turn signal???  his mind screamed.  


It was an overgrown gravel road, steep and washed-out.  The cruiser bottomed-out bad and jostled as it crept up the rocky path toward the barn.  There were no doors left on the barn and Edward pulled in slowly and turned his lights out.


“How’s this suit ya?” he asked.  “Romantic enough?”


“I guess,” Chris said in as soft and feminine voice as he could muster.  His voice was still quavering.  He wiped the tears away and for a second he felt the fear that all women feel and it was almost too much to take.  Everything was happening in slow motion, but the thoughts...the thoughts were flashing uncontrollably now.  He couldn’t concentrate.  He thought of Jenny and then Meredith...Mannstein, and then for some reason Edith Flemming.  She’d been the first one to get attacked  And now it was all coming to an end.  At least it’ll all finally be over, Chris’s mind said.


He watched as Edward Fromme slowly disrobed.  He took his hat off first and placed it carefully on the hood of the car as if he were worried something might happen to him. Then his pants, which he folded with extreme care.  Then his shirt.  He laid the Glock out on top of everything, and looked inside, grinning.  “Ya try and make a move for my gun and I’ll smash your face in so bad, you’ll be real sorry.  Those little transistors and wires inside your head won't know what the fuck hit 'em.  You got it, Missy?”


Chris couldn’t even find enough saliva to make a sound.  He nodded quickly, his hands shaking uncontrollably.


Edward threw open the back door.  Beneath his clothes, he was morbidly fat and pale with little wisps of hair coming out of every orifice, every fold of fat.  He stripped out of his shorts and threw them on the hood.  As they flew toward the hood, Christopher could see that they were soiled. There was a brown line going down the middle.


He looked down at Chris.  “You give me a good ride...you just might make it out of this alive.  You got the concept?”


Chris nodded quickly, frantically, the tears rolling down his face.  I have to stay in the car, his mind said as loudly as a voice speaking to him.  I have to...  He slowly pulled the hospital robe up to his neck.  He was wearing black underpants but no bra.   He slowly moved Catherine Flannigan's  legs apart to accommodate him and fought the urge to throw-up.


“Yeah, that’s it. Now, that’s more like it, honey bun,” he said sounding suddenly cheerful.


But then Edward grabbed his arms and rubbed around in his hair, looking for a weapon, perhaps a hatpin or a needle.  Then he groped behind Chris and reached into his ass cheeks...searching.  “It’s not that I don’t trust you, Sweet Thing, I just don’t like surprises.”


“I’m ready...” Chris whispered, his voice cracking, trying to sound eager though it was impossible.  “Just...try and be gentle.  This really is my first time.  Honest to God.”


Edward was in his glory now.  He grabbed one wrist and pinned it behind Chris.  He put his mouth on top of his and jammed his tongue inside and began probing the inside of his mouth.  


Chris fought the urge to bite down as hard as he could.  He fought his gag reflex as Edward jammed his tongue so far he began to choke.


With his other arm, Edward grabbed his swollen dick and began steering it up Chris's thigh.  It was already sticky as if it had been coated in honey.


He felt it go up, hard against the underpants Jenny had bought, like a broomstick and he had to bite his tongue to keep from gagging.  He was still holding Chris's right arm and humping.  I’m stuck! Christopher's mind screamed.  I’m fucking stuck!!!

Fromme reached down between Chris's legs and yanked the underpants to shreds.  He didn’t feel like a human being on top of him but a crazed rutting pig.  He was still trying to steer himself into what was left of the underpants.

Christopher remembered what Meredith had said and pulled his legs up higher and straddled and squeezed him with his legs.  “Oh, you’re good,” Christopher whispered.  “Do it to me.  Grab my ass... Fuck me.......”


Edward was drooling now and moaning like a rutting animal.  He released his hand so he could grab both cheeks. 


He was there...  He was at the entrance.  One more second and...


For one impossibly long second, Chris just lay there, his heart pounding.  His left arm caressed the back of Fromme's neck as he reached down for his testicles. His right hand slipped down into the fold of the car seat, searching for the scalpel.  At first there was nothing and he began to panic.  ...what the???  But then...he touched the slender stainless-steel shaft of the scalpel that he'd pushed in between the plastic covers.  He slipped it out, trying now to remember where Mannstein had said the kidneys were.  From the front, it was on the left... but from upside down and backwards.  Think...think!!!   Just as Edward Fromme began his thrust, Christopher jammed it in his back with every ounce of energy he had, then yanked it upward for his life, for Jenny’s and Meredith’s lives.   The blade went in straight three-inches and he yanked it up at least six.  

                     "AHHHHHHHH!!!!!!"

Edward Fromme screamed and then he howled and frothed, trying to pull up off him so he could punch him into a paste.  Chris held him tight with Catherine Flanagan's slender legs.  In that second, he wasn't fighting a man but a frothing raging bull. In that second, Chris yanked the scalpel out and moved up higher on his back where he thought Fromme's heart should be.


“You fucking bitch!” he screamed on top of Chris.  “Now, I’m gonna kill you!”  He tried to pull up, but he held on stabbing him over and over and over and over...  Then Christopher stabbed him in the back of the neck, over and over and over.  The blood was gushing everywhere now, pouring down his back and his neck and his groin soaking him completely.  A moment later, Edward Fromme began to shudder. The pressure outside Catherine Flanagan's legs began to subside.  “You’re dead meat,” he grunted and then panted in his ear. 

“No, YOU are, you sonofabitch!!!”  He continued stabbing him in the back of the neck, over and over until he stopped moving.  In one last final shudder, Ed Fromme exhaled completely, sagging down on top of him like a giant dying pig.

                                    Chapter Fifty-Six

Jenny watched as the FBI helicopter touched-down on the roof.  Through the Plexiglas window, her husband looked like a thin frail waif in the tan trench coat they had wrapped her...him...in.  She gazed at Chris’s silhouette in the orange-gold light of dusk knowing that this might have been too much...just too fucking much for anyone to go through.  The eyes...  His eyes...  His eyes would tell the story whether there was anything left of him.


As the pilot cut power and the rotors began to wind down, Chris opened the thin metal door and staggered out.  He looked over at Jenny and gave a little wave.  


Jenny sprinted to him.  She grabbed him tight in a huge bear hug not knowing what was left of her husband...her incredibly brave husband...  not knowing anything, except that he was still alive.  They hugged long and silently. It was Chris who finally let go first to look in her eyes.  Jenny's eyes were open wide.  They were wild and they were still furious.  


“It’s over,” he said in a soft voice that sounded surprisingly like her old husband.  But then his voice changed.  “The fucking cocksucker tried to rape me. HE TRIED TO FUCKING RAPE ME!!!"

Jenny listened to the words and deciphered them.  “But...he didn’t.”


Chris pulled back to look at her.  Perhaps for the first time in his life, he fully understood a part of what it meant to be a woman.  The fear of being completely consumed, completely destroyed.  He looked in her eyes, his eyes still wild.  “No...  He didn’t.  He didn’t get me.  I killed him.  I stabbed him..."  He stopped and he staggered for a second.  Then he looked directly into her eyes.  "Jenny...I stabbed him like forty-five times.  He’s gone, Jenny.  He's fuckin' GONE! ”  And then he began sobbing uncontrollably.

                                     Chapter Fifty-Seven  

                                                 two weeks later

Dr. Benjamin Mannstein glanced over at the computer screen in the dashboard.  He was on 413 and closing fast.  He slowed and then flipped on his left turn-signal.  He slowed almost to a stop and then pulled in slowly past the arborvitae into the Knowles’s driveway.  Chris was in front of the left garage bay, washing down a large orange Kubota tractor in much the same way that he washed down his own Mercedes every Sunday.  It was a habit he’d picked up in college.  Every time he’d have a date, he’d wash his car.  Every time anything important was going to happen...he'd wash his car.


When he stepped out, Chris was already over to greet him.  “Sorry, my hands are a little soapy,” he said, wiping them on his jeans and sticking his hand out to shake.  Mannstein was surprised how strong the handshake was and he was glad.  


They walked over to the Kubota and Ben looked it up and down.  “I always liked Blue Coral myself,” he said. 


"I used to use that," Chris said, "but there's better stuff now...just as good but it doesn't take you two hours to buff out."


"Meguiars?"

"Yup, you got it.  Of course, with Luke, first you gotta rub it down with a little diesel, especially around the grease fittings. Otherwise you got a big mess on your hands."


Mannstein stared at a skinny, wiry tan person whose gender it was surprisingly hard to nail down.  "Luke?"


"Yeah.  I name things sometimes.  Luke...a couple of my cars, vehicles that are, like special somehow.  Luke's saved my ass a couple of times.  He earned the name."


"Interesting. I never thought of naming stuff."  Ben Mannstein looked at the control console.  “Looks complicated...but it looks like fun.  Do you mind if I climb up?”


“Sure.  Just let me make it safe for you first.”  He pushed a large orange joystick forward and the bucket slowly drifted down to the ground. 


Ben looked around at everything and examined the control panel.  “Nice...  really nice.” Then he looked down at Chris.  “And you’re looking good as well.”  He held Chris’s stare for a long moment, looking for what was behind the eyes.


“Thanks.”


“You still getting nightmares?”


Chris kicked the garden hose off to the side of the driveway and sighed.  “Yeah.  As a matter of fact I am.  Some pretty bad ones...”


“Care to share?”


“It’s nothing all that hard to interpret.  It's not Freudian or anything.  Sometimes I wake up in the middle of the night and I realize my mind's been replaying what happened, only it’s not always the same.  Sometimes I cut his head off...sometimes his dick, too.  And a couple of times I set fire to the car and it blows up with him in it.”


Mannstein looked at him seriously.  “You may or may not believe this, Chris, but those are the best fucking dreams you could be having right now.”


“I know,” Chris said.  “I know.”


Mannstein walked around to the back of the tractor and examined the back hoe.  It had its own little seat and console facing backwards.  He examined the teeth of the bucket.  They were caked with dirt, except for the first two inches which were bright silver from scraping against rock.  “How’re Jenny and Meredith?”


“They’re surviving.  Meredith’s back in school.  She’ll be a celebrity for the next week or two."

“And Jenny?”


Chris chuckled oddly at the question.  “Ya know... two weeks ago, I would have said we’d have a fifty-fifty chance of our marriage surviving all this crap.”


“And now?”


“Ninety-ten...maybe better...and in the good way.”


“That’s good.  That’s really, really good.  Why do you think?”


Chris looked at him, studying his face.  “I don’t know.  I think it’s something to do with my almost getting raped.  I think she felt...sorry for me.  Maybe in some weird kind of way, some little switch got flipped inside her head. And you know what?  I’m okay with that.  In a funny kind of way, I could have felt sorry for me, too, but I don’t.  I didn’t get raped...and I’m still alive.  I’m officially declaring myself the victor. Maybe a victor with a little asterisk after it.  I gotta pee sitting down. Guess I'm gonna have to get used to that.  And it really weirds-me-out when I see some guy giving me...the look.  I just wanna punch him out.”


"You might want to stay away from trying to punch anybody out for a while." Mannstein looked at the pretty blonde woman with the strange eyes.  "Maybe a pretty long while.  But you gotta admit, it sure as hell beats the alternative."

“Yeah, I guess..."

"You guess?"

 "With all due respect, Dr. Mannstein, the whole thing, the whole reason for why I get up in the morning goes back to Jenny.  For a long long time, I don't think it registered that I'm in here.  It's still me inside.  And finally, somewhere inside her mind, I think she’s got the idea that I somehow saved her.  And somehow with that, something switched back on in her head.  I’m not exactly Sigmund Freud.  Maybe she just took pity on me...maybe on both of us.”


Mannstein shook his head.  “Nope.  It’s not pity, Chris.  You did save her...and your daughter.  You also saved me, too, my friend, and in a very real sense.  And I thank you for that. You just gotta wrap your brain around this. Accept it. When the chips were down...you were and still are Christopher Knowles...and the first person on this tiny little planet to have lived in not one, but two different bodies."


Two hundred feet down Cold Spring Creamery, a dark Suburban began to slow.  Its turn signal flipped on and Chris instinctively said, “What the FUCK now?”  He and Mannstein stepped back to the edge of the driveway as Jeff Tinsman pulled in.  He pulled in nice and slow, maybe to telegraph the fact that nothing was about to blow up.  No guns were about to be shot.  No one was about to die.  He pulled over to the far corner of the driveway, next to the Kubota and climbed out.  He looked at the soapy puddles on the asphalt and the shiny tractor and smiled to himself.  “Lookin’ good!” he called across the distance between them.  “Your tractor’s in a whole lot better shape than my Suburban.”


Chris and Mannstein walked over to survey the damage.  The entire right side of the Suburban was scratched and dented  The right side-view mirror gone and there was a crease in the roof on the passenger’s side.  “I heard about the run-in,” Chris said.


Tinsman laughed out loud.  It was the first time Chris had heard him belly-laugh.  “Run-in...  Yeah I guess you could call it that.”  He kneeled down to examine the bolt hole in the door where the side-view mirror had been.  The plate steel was barely visible behind the sheet metal.  He stood back up and wiped his hands off.  “Say—  Do you remember that first ride when we were goin’ over to get you some jeans and you were asking me all those questions?”


“Yeah, actually I do.  We were talking about your truck and you said it was set up tactically...and I didn’t know what that meant.”


“That’s right.  Do you remember what I said?”


“I think so,” Chris said and then he began smiling.  “You said... ‘It means we, too, can inflict the wrath of God almighty if anyone tries to mess with us.’”


“That’s right.  C’mon over here and take a look at something.”


They walked to the front of the Suburban and Tinsman got down on his hands and knees. “Take a look-see under this bumper.  Ya see these four big tubes?  Ya notice they’re ALL empty?  Any one of those DRAGON FIRE rockets woulda taken out a garbage truck...blown it to hell-and-back.”


“You shot ALL of  'em?” Chris said.


“Damn straight.  Actually, it was my boss that shot ‘em off.  He just flipped the whole panel of toggles and leaned on ‘em.  He’d had enough.  I’d had enough. And I know you two had had enough.  There’s the wrath of God and then there’s...The WRATH of GOD.  I’m just glad my boss was the one who shot ‘em.  You have any idea what each those babies cost?”


“...a lot?”


Tinsman chuckled to himself.  “Oh, yeah. A whole lot.  And you wouldn’t believe the paperwork.”  Tinsman laughed again.  “Say, listen.  One of the reasons I stopped by.  Right now you’ve got about two tons of polycarbonate on your windows.  You want us to remove ‘em?  The FBI will be happy to schedule a crew to come out and take-‘em away.”


Chris looked up toward his den window.  The installation had been tidy. There was no way to see the modification.  “If it's all the same to you, I’m kinda getting used to having one really quiet room in the house.  Plus...if any deer hunters shoot a stray bullet...”


“Oh, I do believe you got that covered...big-time.”


“And I was thinking of using a couple of the other windows and kinda...armor-plating my tractor.  You know, like really tough protection.  Now that I’m getting used to this little bitty body, I don’t think I can afford to have two-by-fours and tree branches slapping me in the face.”


“Good enough.”


Jenny appeared at the front door and waved at the three of them.  “Anyone want some coffee?”


“How ‘bout it?” Chris asked Tinsman.


“Thanks just the same but I think I’ll take a rain-check. I think I’ve seen the inside of your house to last me at least a month-of-Junes.”  He held out his hand and gave Chris a strong handshake...a handshake befitting another strong man.  “Ya done good, Chris. Ya done real good.”


As Tinsman backed out of the driveway, Chris swiped some beads of water off the orange hood of the tractor and wrung-out the sponge.  He looked over at the surgeon who had saved his life, not once or twice, but three times.  “Oh and this is gonna floor you.  I got a call from Edith Flemming.  She’s the one from Banyan Publishing who nearly got blown up.”


“You gonna go back with her?”


Chris nodded.  “You’d damn well better believe it.  I haven’t done any work in...what seems like a lifetime.”


“It has been a lifetime, Chris.  It really has.  And you know what?  She called me, too.  Wants to do a book on the router and the operation and whatever she can cobble together.”


“You gonna do it?”


“I don’t know.  I have my own wounds that gotta heal.”


“You okay?” Chris asked.


Mannstein looked at him and smiled oddly.  “No.  Actually I’m not.  When I thought you were going to get killed...and I was going to get killed, something happened.  I think some of my circuits got flipped.  And maybe that was a good thing...a necessary thing.  Now... it’s all starting to come back.  But...like you, I will survive.”  He looked over at him, standing there in the light...smiling.  “Say...I’ve got a question for you.”

“Shoot.”

“Do you know your name?”

Chris smiled at the joke but his eyes remained serious.  “Yeah, I do. That’s a pretty easy one.  What you should be asking though is— Who are you...or maybe...What are you?”

“Do you have any answers for those questions?”

“No, least not yet.  And you know what the bitch of it all is?  It doesn’t really matter that much to me.  It really doesn’t. What I have to figure out is...what Jenny and Meredith think I am. Right now, that’s front and center.  That’s the sixty-four dollar question.”




     Chapter Fifty-Eight

Chris Knowles and Edith Flemming sat out on the stone porch overlooking Chris’s waterfall and lily pad pond.  He’d added some new koi to the pond and at that particular moment, they were all hiding in the bubbles directly under the waterfall.  The lilacs had given way to what was now a sea of orange day lilies. Jenny had decided to remain the server of coffee and Danish, primarily so that she wouldn’t have to hear Chris’s answers to any of the questions.


“You certainly have made your backyard into a veritable paradise,” Edith said, taking a polite sip of coffee.  “Believe it or not, I’m considering buying a place in what I’ve previously referred to as...out-in-the-boonies.” 


“Really?”


“Yes.”


“Because..?”


“Because the entire eighteenth floor of Banyan Publishing was blown to kingdom come and a number of my dearest friends are now...gone.  Yes, that’s pretty much the reason, all right.  It’s a shock, particularly at this stage in my life. I was running mostly on autopilot up till now.  I know my job well.  It’s physically hard, mentally hard, but otherwise, it’s truly delightful.  And now...well, it’s just a shock.  But then, on the other hand I’ve always been a survivor.  That’s my mantra.  It’s what I’ve told my writers over the years.  Don’t give up.  Fight that fight.  I’m sure as hell not going to change strategy now.  It’s just...a little too soon to be going up in elevators, sitting behind desks.  And the truth of the matter now is, with all the computers and cameras and all that crap, there’s really no reason I have to commute into New York...at least not for awhile.”


“Where are you looking?”


“Connecticut...New York, maybe up about fifty miles or so.”


“Jersey?”


Edith took a sip of coffee and made a face.  “I’m sorry.  But I have a certain image I have to maintain.  A New Jersey address, Jersey plates...”  She pretended to shudder at the thought.  “I’d have to lower what I charge, and I’m sure as hell not going to do that.”


“How does PA stack up?”

“Candidly?  Better than Jersey, but not by all that much.  If you take out western PA, which is kind of like Appalachia, and Philadelphia which is simply atrocious, I suppose it wouldn’t be all that bad.  But then, you know what they say:  If pigs could fly, they’d still just be flying pigs, wouldn’t they?  But enough about me.  How are you doing?  That’s what we’re here for.”


Chris inhaled deeply.  He took a long sip of coffee and put the cup back on the saucer.  “I’m doing great.  I figure I’ve gone through enough crap to last me...oh...at least five or ten years worth.  Just by the numbers, I should have a little smooth sailing coming up. So, as of right now, we’re in smooth-sailing mode.”


Edith smiled politely.  “Okay...You got that out of the way and that’s fine.  But remember, we had an agreement.  When you’re going to bullshit me, you really must raise your hand or go wink-wink or something.” 


“What?  I honestly don’t know what we’re talking about here.”


“If now isn’t a convenient time for you...I can always come back.  But we have a deal.  You tell me the truth and in return...  Well, I can’t think of a polite way to say it, but in return, we give you gobs and gobs of money.  It’s a very good deal, Chris, but I can smell bullshit from two hundred yards.”


“You’re talking about sex.”


“No.  I’m talking about you and Jenny.  I’m assuming that’s more than sex.  By the way, don’t you think she should be here?  People are going to want to know her perspective as well.”


“She’s right, Chris,” Jenny said from the sliding glass door looking out on the stone porch.  “Tell her what we were talking about...just this morning.”


“When?” Chris asked.  He looked Jenny.  “Oh, you mean earlier, when we were in bed...”


“Tell her, Chris.  If we’re going to do this, we at least have to tell the truth.”


The physical appearance of what was now Christopher Knowles’s body had changed somewhat in the past several months.  It was subtle, but  the changes were there.  Chris’s arms were now tanned and significantly more muscular, as if he’d been working out in a gym.  There was a sprinkling of freckles across the nose that hadn’t been there before and when he raised his arm, there was a dusting of blonde hair.  But there were still the breasts to contend with and if anything, they seemed slightly larger than before.  It was the eyes that were most different.  And not just the eyes, the entire expression on his face was different, harder, tougher, and more focused.


Christopher looked like a person who’d been raised as a farm hand and had a harder life than other people. And yet, in an odd way, it wasn’t unattractive.  “Okay,” Chris said.  “You want the truth?  This morning we were...avoiding the eight hundred-pound gorilla that’s been in our bedroom for the past...well, since forever, and it seemed like we were going to have a fight...again.  I asked Jenny, jokingly, I thought if it would have been easier if I’d had both my legs amputated.”


“No, that’s not how it went,” Jenny said.  “You asked me if instead of being a girl, if you had your legs amputated, whether I’d stay with you.  And what did I say?"

 
"You said, yes.”


"That's right."


Edith leaned forward.  She opened her pocketbook, tapped out a cigarette, and lit it.  She sat back and watched the smoke drift out over the koi pond.


“And then... Chris asked if he’d been a quadriplegic instead of being a girl, would I stay with him...”


“And you answered yes to that as well,” Edith said.


Jenny nodded.  “Yes, I wouldn’t leave him, even if he was a quadriplegic and if you want to up-the-ante, if he were also burned and ugly and had a terminal case of halitosis.  I wouldn’t leave him.”


“Yeah, she’s telling you the truth,” Chris said.  “But you’ve shifted what we’re talking about.  What you’re talking about right now is mercy...or maybe pity.  You’re talking about doing the right thing.  And believe me, Jenny will always do the right thing.  Always.”


“But right now, you don’t feel sorry for Chris...do you?” Edith asked.  “Suddenly your husband is young and pretty and perky and...possibly competition?  Am I close? Am I in the ballpark?”


Jenny didn’t answer.  She sat back and rubbed her temples instead.


“It may sound crass to say it, but maybe you need to spend a bit more time thinking about what Chris has gone through.  In your eyes, you may think he came out ahead on this deal.  But from Chris’s standpoint...”


“I lost it all,” Chris said.  “Guys...at least all the ones I know, really prefer being guys.  It’s how our brains are wired.  I’m just trying to make the best out of a pretty complicated situation...and I'm gonna need some help.”


“You don’t exactly look like you need help,” Jenny said.  “You look like you should be...going off to college or something...and dating boys..maybe double-dating with Meredith.”


“Can you get past that?  I already went to college.  And as far as dating boys...put a fuckin’ bullet in my head.”


Jenny chuckled limply.  The words were Chris’s all right.  “Most of the time, everything is sort of okay.  I still love you.  I know you’re in there.  It’s only when we go to bed that it weirds me out.”


“Yeah, and how much of the time do we actually do it?”


“Can we not go there right now?

“Sorry, but it’s frustrating." 


“Yeah, I know.  I got the concept.  It’s frustrating for me, too.  I do love you, Chris.  It’s just...going to take some time.”


Edith stubbed her cigarette out and waved what was left of the smoke away.  “Okay then, shall we get to it?  Let’s begin at the beginning.  When you first woke up in the hospital, inside the body of a girl, what was your very first impression?"

                                               The End
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