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  PROLOGUE


  KRASNOYARSK, RUSSIA


  MARCH 14, 2011, 4:22 P.M.


  Prek Vllasi touched his right forefinger to the scar on his upper lip, where the cleft had been crudely repaired when he was an infant. It was
  something he did without thinking many times each day, more often when he was under pressure. Right now, standing in a filthy room on the tenth floor of a derelict Sovietera tower block in the
  Russian city of Krasnoyarsk, he was getting more nervous by the minute.


  Prek checked his watch again and looked over at Genti Hajdini. Genti was leaning against a foldout table, periodically yawning as he worked on a fingernail with his pocketknife. Every time he
  saw Genti, Prek was slightly taken aback by the straight lines of his lieutenants beaky nose. From this angle, it looked more like the sharp end of a hatchet. Yes, he was sure the Chechens
  were coming, Genti had just told him for the tenth time. Good people back home in Albania had vouched for this outfit. Even though he could feel it, Prek checked the Makarov pistol stuck in his
  belt at the small of his back. The Puma bag containing 500,000 euros was on the floor. Genti had brought the guns and money hidden in a truckload of Turkish fruit hed driven deep into
  Russia. No wonder he was tired.


  There was nothing else to do but wait.


  It was freezingthe temperature had topped out at twenty below and the sun would be gone in an hour and a half. Outside, the sky was the same dirty color as the buildings and the ground.
  Prek started pacing around the large room, what must once have been a communal area in the apartment block that sat just outside town. Prek was a meticulous man; hed read up about
  Krasnoyarsk. Forty miles or so down the Yenisei River was the town of Zheleznogorsk, better known by its old Soviet name, Krasnoyarsk-26. This was a closed city, home to factories handling
  God-knows-what exotic and dangerous materials to make God-knows-which agents of destruction. Weapons-grade plutonium had been produced in three nuclear reactors there, the last of which had just
  recently closed. For years the Soviets simply dumped the radioactive waste from the nuclear plants straight into the river until they thought better of it and drilled hundreds of wells to pump the
  deadly sludge underground. Prek knew there was as much radioactivity as a hundred Chernobyls humming away in the caverns around here, another reason hed be happy to get out of this
  place.


  Quietly, two men walked in. Wiry and rugged-looking, they wore identical black overcoats. Genti looked up.


  Artur? Nikolai?


  One of them stepped forward until he was ten feet from Prek. Im Artur, he said, and gestured back to his companion. Thats Nikolai.


  Prek looked back and across to Genti, who nodded. These were the names he had been given: Artur Zakoyev and Nikolai Dudaev.


  This is a lot of money youre asking for, Prek said in Russian.


  This stuff isnt easy to get, said Artur. If its easy to get, why do you need us? What do you want this for, anyway? You making a big boom somewhere?
  Artur grinned. He was referring to the fact that the substance could be used to make triggers for nuclear weapons.


  Prek winced. Hed seen better teeth on a mule.


  What we do with it is our business, said Prek. How do we even know its genuine? It needs to be good, not some old shit you had lying around in a warehouse.


  You have to trust us. Thats why you pay us. You have the money?


  Prek looked down at the bag and kicked it toward Artur. Prek glanced at Nikolai standing behind his boss and to his right. Thats the second time hes looked at his watch,
  Prek said to himself. Artur stepped forward and went down on his haunches, his hands in front of him. Everyone knew the drill: they kept their hands down and in plain sight by their sides. Artur
  unzipped the bag and pulled out a brick of hundred-euro notes and flicked through it with his thumb. Prek saw Nikolai glance at his watch again.


  Hes waiting for someone, thought Prek. He looked at Genti, who was watching Artur counting money. Hes waiting for someone and theyre late.


  Now you have to trust me, said Prek. He was in a hurry. The moneys all there so Ill take the merchandise.


  Artur stood up and held up his hands.


  Okay, okay. His right arm still aloft as if he were taking an oath, Artur reached into his right coat pocket with his left hand and pulled out a small object. Prek rocked forward
  and back on his heelshed had no time to react but he knew Genti could shoot both Chechens in the head in a second. This wasnt a gunit was a small aluminum vial about
  three inches long and an inch around. Prek moved forward, took the vial, and put it in his pants pocket. Nikolai said something Prek didnt understand and without another word, the Chechens
  turned and were gone, Artur clutching the bag with the money.


  Come on, Prek said in Albanian.


  When he reached the doorway, he turned left, the opposite direction to the way theyd come in and where the Chechens were now headed.


  The cars back there, Genti said, but Prek was running now, heading to a stairway on the far side of the building. They could hear loud voices echoing up from the other
  stairway and the sound of hobnail boots on cement. This was who the Chechens were expecting, and it wasnt the chamber of commerce coming to thank the Albanians for their business.
  Fortunately, Russian timekeeping hadnt gotten any better since the fall of Communism.


  Guns drawn, Prek and Genti raced down the stairs. Prek saw parked police cars and black vans ahead, doors hanging open. He turned and ran around the back of the building, Genti following close
  behind. The Chechens were in front of them, running toward a solitary car parked in the corner of a walled-in courtyard. Fucking amateurs. Prek saw the opportunity.


  The Chechens jumped in the car, Artur throwing it into reverse and backing up and around so the car faced forward. Before Artur could get it into drive, Prek and Genti were on the car, firing
  into the windshield three times each. Artur was hit and thrown back into his seat, his foot pushing onto the accelerator so the engine raced in neutral. Prek and Genti pulled open the doors and
  dragged the Chechens out. Artur was dead, his head blown open. Nikolai had been shot twice in the neck, blood bubbling out of his airway as his life ebbed away. Prek slammed the car into drive and
  took off, looking for another road out of the complex. Preks heart was threatening to break out of his rib cage and he cursed loudly. He was sitting on glass and he had to lean forward so
  his head didnt come into contact with whatever of Arturs gray matter was splattered on the headrest behind him.


  What happened? he yelled.


  They sold us out, said Genti. There . . . He pointed ahead to a track off the service road leading away from the apartment complex. He knew they wouldnt last
  five minutes on a highway in a car with no windshield before being spotted.


  Hey . . . Genti said as Prek slowed down on the unpaved road. Prek looked over and Genti turned his head to look in the backseat. Though streaked with blood, the Puma bag sat
  perfectly safe. Prek banged on the steering wheel and turned to Genti and both men laughed long and hard.


  


  PART I


  


  1.


  COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY MEDICAL CENTER


  NEW YORK CITY


  FEBRUARY 28, 2011, 7:23 A.M.


  The girl, twelve, awakens with a start. Shes lying on a thin mattress on a low, narrow bed and circling around her is a pack of girls.
  Theyre oldersixteen, seventeenand as they shuffle along, theyre staring down at her with obviously sinister intentions. Some are suppressing giggles, others are smiling,
  but these smiles arent signs of happiness, theyre smiles of anticipation. Its still nighttime. There are other cots in the long room and the girl knows the other occupants are
  awake but they wont move to help her because they know whats about to happen.


  Transfixed with terror, the girl is unable to react as the mob falls upon her. As shes being dragged off the bed she sees her chief tormentor, the ringleaders face twisted in a
  manic grimace. Still, she knows better than to scream for help. Somewhere in the dormitory, theres suddenly a loud banging sound. And again.


  Pia Grazdani, twenty-six, woke up in a panic and a cold sweat, unsure for a second of where she was. She breathed out with relief when she realized she was safe and in her dorm room at Columbia
  University Medical Center. Someone was banging on the door.


  Taking another deep breath, Pia leaped out of bed in her flannel pajamas, took three quick strides to the door, flipped the dead bolt, and pulled it open. As she expected, it was George, her
  fellow fourth-year medical student.


  Pia, do you know what time it is? This isnt a day you want to be late. His tone was not as strident as the syntax suggested. At six-one, George Wilson had seven inches on
  Pia, but somehow he always felt smaller when he was in her presence. As he explained it to himself, she had what he called a tough, plucky personality and could at times be rather volatile.


  Pia held the door open and George took a couple of steps into the small dorm room. Pia let the door close and turned and hurried past George, pulling her pajama top over her head as she did so.
  George looked at Pias bare back, at the cut of her shoulder blades framing her flawless olive-brown skin. She stood in front of her low dresser and pulled out some clothes for the day. As
  she did so she caught Georges stare in the mirror.


  Sorry, George, I couldnt sleep and then when I could sleep I was dreaming. You go ahead, Ill catch up with you later today.


  With that said, Afrodita Pia Grazdani turned her full attention to getting ready. When she pulled down her pajama pants, George turned his head and looked out the window. He would have preferred
  to watch her but was afraid to do so. Instead he concentrated on the dramatic view that he and the other medical students had learned to take for granted. He could see the giant George Washington
  Bridge connecting Manhattan with New Jersey. Its usual morning rush-hour traffic was at a standstill in both directions.


  Its okay, Pia, said George, Ill wait. Then, searching for something to say, he added, I guess you still havent figured out how to use that
  alarm clock I bought for you. I cant get you up every dayyouve got to do something about being on time. You could always use the alarm on your cell phone if youd
  prefer.


  George stopped talking. Hed turned his attention back to the room and was immediately transfixed by the sight of Pia brushing her jet-black hair. He felt an immediate crushing sadness.
  The few times Pia and George had slept together, four exactly, Pia had asked George to leave before he fell asleep. And each time shed stood at that same dresser with her back to him
  brushing her hair, just as she was doing now. Over the course of time George had become painfully aware they hadnt truly slept together at all those four precious times, theyd just
  had sex: Wham bam thank you maam, in reverse.


  George was athletically inclined and good-looking in a preppy, stereotypical fashion with an unruly shock of blond hair and a ready smile. During his Ivy League college days it had drifted back
  to him that many preppy women found him to be a hunk. There had never been a shortage of willing girlfriends. But George had set his sights early in life on becoming a doctor and did
  not want to become involved. As a consequence, Georges romantic life had been a string of one-night stands and short flings with little emotional commitment. Hed hurt people, he knew,
  especially now that the tables had been turned and he was the hurtee rather than the hurter. With Pia it was completely different. She truly didnt seem to care,
  and it drove him crazy. Numerous times he had told himself to forget her, that she was damaged goods, but he couldnt. Instead hed become obsessed to an extent. George desperately
  wanted to have a romantic relationship with this woman, but he had no idea what she wanted and why it hadnt happened. Hed been trying during three and a half years of medical
  school.


  Come on, what are you waiting for? Pia barked when she popped out of her tiny bathroom still applying a pale lipstick that was more for lip protection than color. She grabbed her
  medical student white coat, pulled it on, and draped her medical center ID around her neck. She held open the door behind her as if she were the one waiting.


  Emotionally flummoxed, as per usual, George awakened from what could have been considered a petit mal seizure and followed her out through the door. He had to practically run to catch up to her
  as she hurried down the hall toward the elevators.


  Pia continued to walk quickly as they made their way out of the dorm and turned right toward the medical center complex. Columbia University
  Medical Center lies in Washington Heights on Broadway as it runs north along upper Manhattans spine. Even at this time of the morning, the place was busy. The more purposeful people in the
  varying-length white coats making their way along 168th Street were the doctors, students, and staff of the hospitals and research facilities. The patients and their relatives who were arriving
  were more hesitant, trying to figure out where they needed to be and clearly apprehensive of why they were there and what the day might bring.


  George turned up the collar of his jacket against the sharp wind that came off the Hudson River and was funneled into 168th Street by the curve of Haven Avenue. Tomorrow, it would be March, the
  month in which any day the temperature might be in the sixties or it could snow. At that moment it wasnt particularly cold, but the wind was a reminder that winter still had some kick.


  George and Pia were heading for different buildings to start their fourth-year month of elective. Fourth year of medical school was a series of monthlong rotations in various specialties, which
  included an elective period where the individual students could choose something of their particular interest. That month Pia was to do research, as shed done during her month of elective in
  her third year. George was to work in radiology, as he too had done the previous year. These choices were particularly apropos since three weeks earlier, George, Pia, and the rest of the class of
  2011 had learned the results of the residency matching program. Both Pia and George had been awarded positions there at Columbia University Medical Center, thanks to their superb academic records
  and strong faculty recommendations: Pia in internal medicine and George in radiology. By special dispensation, Pia would also be starting a concurrent Ph.D. program in molecular genetics, which
  would allow her to continue her lab work while fulfilling her requirements as a medical resident.


  Awaiting Pia that morning at the William Black Medical Research Building was the noted molecular geneticist Dr. Tobias Rothman, winner of both a Nobel Prize and a Lasker Award. In addition to
  being known for his accomplishments, Dr. Rothman was even better known around the medical center for being a difficult person to work with, thanks to his renowned total lack of social graces.
  Rothman did not suffer fools. In fact Rothman did not suffer anyone except his long-term research assistant, Dr. Junichi Yamamoto. Originally Rothmans reputation had made George nervous for
  Pia when she started her third-year elective in the mans lab, but his concern had been tempered by his personal knowledge that she herself was a handful. From direct experience he knew that
  she could be counted on to hold her own in most any situation. As it had turned out, to everyones surprise, even Pias, she had gotten along famously with the famed and feared
  researcher. In fact it had been Rothmans suggestion that Pia do a Ph.D. program at Columbia with her practical work taking place in his lab. Until Pia had come along, Rothman had never
  mentored anyone. For a while it had been a major point of gossip in the entire medical center as people wildly hypothesized what on earth was going on between the exotically attractive medical
  student and the universally disliked but respected curmudgeon who was the centers major research celebrity.


  Pia! Wait up! George called out. In her typically self-absorbed fashion, Pia had gotten ahead of George in the crowd. Dodging the phalanxes of medical students in their white coats
  who were all converging on the Black building, George scuttled ahead to catch Pia just before she entered the building. He pulled her aside. Pia looked up at George with her big brown eyes wide
  open, as if surprised to see George, whom she was supposed to be walking with.


  Do you want to have lunch? Its the first day, so they might go easy on us. I know for me its probably going to get crazy after today.


  I dont know, George. Rothmans . . . Rothmans, you know . . .


  Rothmans an asocial asshole, thats what I know.


  Lets not argue! I know what you and just about everyone else thinks, but the mans been good to me. I dont know what he has in mind for me today or for the month, for
  that matter. What I do know is that I cant make plans to meet for lunch before I find out what the day is going to bring.


  I can tell you what most people think he has in mind for you.


  Oh, please! Pia snapped. Lets not get into that again. Ive told you time and again the mans never made one advance or off-color comment in my presence.
  What he is is a genius who believes hes surrounded by morons, and he might be right, at least comparatively. All hes interested in is his work, and Im interested in it too.
  Im well aware of his asocial reputation, but Im lucky that he tolerates me. I cant wait to get in there. If I have a moment as the day progresses, Ill call your
  cell.


  For a brief second George saw red. All at once his brain was flooded with unreasonable jealousy of the prick Rothman. Everybody hated the guy and here was the woman he was romantically obsessed
  with essentially telling him to bug off and that she couldnt wait to rendezvous with the aged sourball instead of planning to get together for what might be the last lunch of the month.
  George sucked in a lungful of air while he regarded Pias obviously scornful look. In a flash he wondered anew what the hell he was doing continuing to pursue this woman when she seemed to be
  merely tolerating his company.


  Instinctively George knew he shouldnt put so much importance on whether or not she would make plans to meet for lunch, but he couldnt help it. It was just another episode in a long
  list of episodes. The last time they had made love, which was the way George wanted to think about the hookup, as she called it, George had tried to be open about how her dismissing
  him made him feel. Her response then, as it was now about lunch, was to get irritated. Of course, after he left her room, instead of feeling good about making his feelings known, hed worried
  himself sick that hed scared her off for good. But he hadnt. Instead, a couple of days later, George had received a surprising note from Pia in his mailbox. Maybe you should
  call Sheila Brown. It included a cell phone number. George called Sheila Brown and had one of the oddest phone conversations of his life. He was to learn more about Pias past in that
  one conversation than she had ever shared with him.


  Hi, my name is George Wilson. Pia Grazdani asked me to call you.


  Hello, George. Pia told me you would be calling. I was Pias caseworker and her therapist for some time. Pia told me it was okay to talk to you.


  Oh, er, okay . . . Caseworker? Whatever George had been expecting, it wasnt this.


  I know its extremely unusual for a therapist to talk to a stranger about one of her patients, but Pia asked me to speak with you.


  Therapist? This was going to be interesting.


  Normally I wouldnt be speaking to you as I am since its against any number of rules of my profession, but Pia persuaded me to do so. If I can help Pia emerge from what she
  faced in her upbringing, Im willing to do most anything within reason.


  I worked with Pia for years, since she grew up in foster care, including a stint in what used to be called a reform school. As a result, let us say that shes always found it very
  hard to form any meaningful relationships. Trust is an issue. She didnt tell me much about you, but I find the fact that she asked me to talk with you very encouraging. I think she wants you
  to know something about her, but she cant tell you herself. So she asked the person who she believes knows her best to do it. Pia has different ideas about privacy and attachment than most
  people.


  That George knew from painful experience.


  Without going into specific details, Sheila encouraged George to keep trying with Pia because it was her opinion he would be good for her. Sheila concluded by giving
  him her office number to have in addition to her cell phone number in case he ever wanted to call back. George never did, and despite Sheilas disclaimers, he questioned the professionalism
  of the conversation. At the same time he appreciated the information. He never brought up the issue directly with Pia by saying that he knew shed been through foster care but rather tried to
  get her to open up about her childhood in general. Unfortunately she always responded that it was something she did not want to discuss. It was a no-go zone. That was okay with George; he set it
  aside and didnt think about it. He was giving her as much time as she needed.


  George let out the lungful of air with pursed lips. The slight delay gave him a chance to collect himself and not blurt out something hed regret later. He even tried to mask the fact that
  he was upset.


  Well, I hope your day goes as well as can be expected, he said finally. I know you can handle yourself, Pia. But I still dont know how you can stand to work with
  him.


  I dont need to get along with him, George. Its not kindergarten. If he tolerates me and I learn from him and he can help my career, thats all I ask. Were
  grown-upswe dont have to be friends.


  Shed used that line before, and George had to wonder, was she talking about Rothman or about him? Georges worry that Pia was going to abandon him resurfaced.


  Okay! George said simply, while holding up his hands in mock surrender. Sorry to even mention it.


  Stop apologizing! Pia said sharply, looking at her watch. You sound nerdy when you apologize. Now I really am going to be late.


  Pia hurried away. George asked himself what time Pia might have gotten up had he not gone to her room to wake her. He couldnt help but notice that shed not bothered to thank him,
  much less make a commitment to have lunch. Unfortunately it all was irritatingly pro forma.


  Pia showed her ID to the security guard with all the other students who were mostly first- and second-year heading off to their eight
  oclock lecture. Instead of following them she took the elevator to the fourteenth floor of the Black Research Building and headed for Rothmans sizable laboratory. He commanded the
  most space of any researcher in the entire center. As soon as she went through the anonymous-looking metal door and entered the suite, she could sense that the labs day was already in full
  swing. The three research technicians, Panjit Singh, Nina Brockhurst, and Mariana Herrera, were loitering around the labs communal coffeepot having already calibrated all the instrumentation
  that needed to be done on a daily basis. Rothman, fastidious about what he ate and drank, kept a Nespresso machine in his office that only he and Dr. Junichi Yamamoto, his senior associate, were
  allowed to use.


  Morning, Miss Grazdani, said Marsha Langman, Rothmans secretary, from behind her desk. One overdefined eyebrow was raised as she looked at the clock on the wall opposite.
  You dont want to make this a habit.


  Pia followed the womans line of vision and glanced at the clock. The second hand had just ticked past vertical: it was 7:49. Pia stopped and half turned toward Rothmans ultraloyal
  retainer-cum-secretary for the inevitable reprimand.


  You know he likes everyone to be early, Marsha said in an accusatory tone.


  Im not late, said Pia. Students were supposed to begin lectures and other activities at eight unless they had been on call the night before for specific rotations that
  required it.


  Ah, but you arent early either. Lets not start the month off on the wrong foot. And I should warn you, youll be having some company in your office. Theres a
  man from maintenance in there trying to find a problem in the wiring. The security system is down.


  How longs that going to take?


  Marsha, a middle-aged African-American woman in a lab coat her position didnt call for, made a face that said, How would I know?


  Pia was exasperated. There was barely room for her in what was generously described as an office.


  Is the chief going to have time for me this morning? Pia was one of the handful of people who didnt reflexively kowtow to Rothman and wait for him to come to them. As Pia
  asked the question she turned to fully face Marsha. The research technicians were quiet. Pia wondered if theyd timed their coffee run for her predictably not-quite-early arrival and were
  eavesdropping for any possible gossip.


  You know how pressed for time he always is, Marsha said. Hes being pressured to finish his most current salmonella typhi experiment with Dr. Yamamoto. We have to
  e-mail the manuscript to The Lancet in the next day or so.


  Marsha always talked as if she were actively involved in the research. It was part of her strategy of erecting barriers and building sand traps for those wanting time with Rothman. She watched
  over him like a killer guard dog.


  Hes been in since sixin being the biosafety level-3 lab, frequently referred to as BSL-3, where the work on the salmonella strains was being done.
  Ill see if I can get word to him that you want to speak to him.


  Thank you, Pia said, her eyes betraying irritation. Getting word to Rothman meant flipping a switch and talking to him by intercom. Hating to waste time and having
  finished the last project he had assigned to her, Pia needed to see Rothman to find out what she was going to be doing that month. And now there was some workman in her office to complicate
  things.


  Pia was fortunate to have an office at all. Few of the other people in the lab had such a privilege. When Rothmans chief technician was fired after getting into an argument with Rothman
  over some picayune detail of lab procedure, his successor, Arthur Spaulding, took an office nearer the biosafety level-3 area, and Pia took over Spauldings broom closet. Pia saw that her
  office door was ajar, and she bristled. There were sensitive files in there, even if only a handful of people on the planet would understand what they meant. As she entered she saw that her bench
  area that also served as her desk was occupiedan electrical blueprint was laid out on the flat surface and there were tools and wires strewn on top. In the corner of the tiny, windowless
  room was a stepladder with a human form standing on the top platform, head and shoulders hidden up inside the dropped ceiling. Three panels had been taken down and stacked against the wall.


  Excuse me! Pia called out. When there was no response, she called louder, Hey, you up there!


  Pias sharp words caused the man to flinch and hit his head on a pipe up in the ceiling. The man let out an indistinct curse and slowly emerged from the ceiling. After taking one look at
  Pia, he climbed down from the stepladder. He was about forty-five with grayish stubble and salt-and-pepper hair, wearing dark blue coveralls. His forehead was deeply lined, and he had the sunken
  cheeks and pale complexion of a lifelong smoker. His body was thin but muscular. His security tag read Vance Goslin.


  How long are you going to be? Pia demanded. She had her arms akimbo.


  Goslin was struck immediately by Pias remarkable and exotic beauty, her glowing, flawless skin, her full lips, and, perhaps most of all, her huge dark eyes. Adding to her allure was her
  apparent confidence and forthrightness. In Goslins world, girls who looked like Pia acted significantly differently. He was more than casually attracted to her. He was intrigued.


  Depends when I find the problem, he said. He pointed to two areas on the blueprints lying on the bench. He had a distinct accent that Pia thought she recognized, especially given
  the name Goslin. If the problem is here, its easy to fix. If the problem is there, its harder, but one way or the other well get it done. It might even be done by
  tonight.


  Goslin nodded as he finished talking, eagerly continuing to scan Pias shapely body as hed done while hed been talking. He did it overtly, as if it were a matter of right.
  Eventually his gaze alighted on Pias hospital ID. Grazdani, he voiced, raising his eyebrows questioningly. Now, thats an unusual name.


  Pia didnt respond, making him think she might be hard of hearing.


  Your name is unusual. Is it Italian? he said, raising his voice. He had assumed a wry smile as if he knew Grazdani was not Italian. It was his way of flirting.


  No, it isnt Italian. And why are you shouting?


  Pia had talked about her Albanian heritage maybe twice in her life and she wasnt about to do it now with this person. There were thousands of Albanians in New York City, and Pia
  remembered enough of the language to recognize an Albanian accent when she heard it. Once when she was ordering a slice of pizza, two young men behind the counter started a frank appraisal of her
  physical attributes in their language before Pia asked them in English if they wanted her to talk to the manager about their rudeness.


  Actually Id guess Albanian, Goslin said, the smile continuing. Im of Albanian descent, and I have a lot of Albanian friends here in New York. They work in
  maintenance like me. Weve kinda taken over the business. . . .


  Pia wasnt listening. It was barely an hour since shed been dreaming about one childhood nightmare and now this man was reminding her of anotherher fatherwhich added
  to her growing irritation. Even though she was offering nothing to this maintenance worker that he could take as encouragement, he was still talking, trying to engage her in conversation.


  So where are you from? he asked. His eyes narrowed and head tilted, as if he were about to make a guess. Such a situation was not uncommon for Pia. Many people, particularly men,
  tried to guess her genealogy from her appearance, usually coming up with such suggestions as Greek, Lebanese, or even Iranian, but she wasnt going to play the game with this guy even though
  hed been correct about her name. Her father was indeed Albanian, although her mother was Italian.


  Im American, Pia said. Hurry up with what youre doing! Im going to need my office sooner rather than later.


  And what do you do? Goslin asked, vainly trying to keep the conversation going.


  Pia didnt answer. She walked out of the room, pausing only to pick out a couple of files she thought she might need.


  To the surprise of the lab technicians, who had moved from the coffee nook to their respective individual benches, Rothman suddenly emerged from the biosafety unit. This was a surprise because
  everyone expected that he would be closeted in there for the day, as had been the case for the last several weeks. As a stickler for rules, he had gone through the airlock and removed his
  protective lab garb and donned his street clothes. Without a lab coat on, he resembled a gentleman banker more than a research scientist coming from working with extraordinarily deadly
  typhoid-causing salmonella. Although asocial to a fault, he was a careful dresser, a disconnect as it suggested he cared what other people thought. But he didnt. The clothes were purely for
  him and the ensemble was the same day after day: conservative three-button Italian suit, pressed white shirt, dark blue tie with matching pocket square, and black penny loafers. He was not a tall
  man, but he projected well and appeared taller than he was. Moving quickly, he was an intimidating figure with martially erect posture and an expression that did not encourage conversation. His
  dark brown hair was cut conservatively to match his suit. His almost invisible rimless titanium glasses were his only concession to current fashion.


  As Rothman strode toward his private office, the eyes of the technicians followed him. It was immediately apparent to all of them what had brought Rothman out of the biosafety unit. Catching
  sight of Pia, he had motioned for her to follow him. As the office door closed, the lab technicians exchanged knowing looks with a tinge of collective jealousy. All of them knew that with the
  pressure of the upcoming Lancet article, Rothman would never have left the biosafety unit specifically to talk to them. In their minds Pia was a kind of teachers pet made worse by her
  not being all that friendly. Similar to Rothman, she was always too busy for small talk and kept to herself. On top of that, they all thought she was a bit too good-looking to be a medical student
  and thought captiously she would have been better suited to playing one on TV. Pia was an enigma to the laboratory staff, made more interesting by the gossip that had it she was going to be a
  nun.


  If the lab technicians had had the opportunity to view the scene inside Rothmans office, they might not have felt any jealousy whatsoever. It appeared more like Rothman and Pia were
  engaged in an arcane ritual, rather than having an actual conversation. Neither looked at the other throughout the entire, brief encounter. After Rothman told her he wanted her to edit the current
  salmonella study for The Lancet that day, he picked up one of two copies of the paper from his desk, which he was now studying intently. Pia appeared equally distracted, her arms crossed,
  looking at her feet. The uninitiated might sense a social ineptness on both sides as the awkward silence extended; a clinical psychologist, given enough time, might talk more in diagnostically
  precise language.


  Finally Rothman, half standing, leaned over his desk and handed a copy of the Lancet paper to Pia. Make sure this is up to snuff. Ill want it by morning. Tomorrow
  well talk again about what you will be doing for the month. He still did not look at her. Let me say that I know you have always been more interested in my stem cell work than
  my salmonella work, and Im fine with that. Youve earned it, considering you finally know something practical about genetics rather than the garbage they taught you in class. And one
  other thing: Two fourth-year students have been foisted on me for a month of elective by the damn dean. So I want you to give some thought to what they can do while theyre here. Its
  not going to be easy. Im sure theyll be worthless.


  Where are they and how can I meet them?


  They are supposed to start tomorrow. Dr. Yamamoto will introduce you. The main thing is that I dont want them tying up a lot of Junichis time as he seems to enjoy that kind
  of crap. I need him to concentrate on our work.


  I cant do anything with that maintenance man in my office.


  My understanding is that hell be done sometime today. So, tomorrow then. Rothman was never much interested in the details of running his massive lab. Suddenly he was again
  absorbed in the Lancet manuscript.


  Ignoring Rothmans dismissal, Pia said, There is something I want to tell you. The residency matching results came in. Im going to be here at Columbia doing a combined
  program getting a Ph.D. in cellular biology with you, as you so generously offered, and completing a residency in internal medicine. I hope youre pleased.


  Well, Im not! Rothman said with emotion, his infamous ire rising. Im disappointed. If I told you once I told you a dozen times that for you, doing an internal
  medicine residency would be a complete waste of time, just like it was for me. I think it is totally apparent that you, like me, are cut out for research, not clinical medicine. You should be here
  in the lab full-time! I said as much in my letter of recommendation for the Ph.D. program.


  A level of tension hung in the air. For a few beats neither spoke, nor did they so much as exchange a glance.


  But I have the sisters to think of, Pia said. Pias education had been partly underwritten by the Missionary Sisters of the Sacred Heart, an international religious order
  situated in Westchester County. Pia had fled to the order for emotional safety after aging out of foster care at age eighteen. Although initially Pia had thought briefly of joining the order as a
  nun, after finishing her high school equivalency and a portion of college at New York University, she had changed her mind. Consequently the relationship with the sisters, particularly the mother
  superior, had become more transactional. Although Pia would complete her medical training and still go to Africa to help with the organizations missionary work, she would not become a
  novitiate.


  Although Pia had received full scholarships from New York University and Columbia Medical School, the Sisters contribution had been considerable. She felt justifiably obligated. I
  dont think I can renege on a plan I made ten years ago. Although Ive come to agree with you that my personality is more suited to research, I think I have to go through with the
  original plan to become a doctor and, at least for a time, serve the orders needs.


  A rush of mumbled profanity escaped from Rothmans lips. He shook his head in disbelief. Here I am offering you a part in making medical history with my stem cell research, and I
  have to be concerned about a bunch of nuns in Westchester. He paused for a moment to collect his thoughts. What kind of money are we talking about?


  I dont know what you mean.


  Come on. Dont be obtuse. What do you think you owe them in dollars?


  Im not sure I can think of it in those terms.


  Lets not be difficult. Give me a figure however you want to create it.


  Pia thought for a moment. It was not an easy task. Shed never put a figure on how the sisters had nurtured her and given her a sense of protection from the evils of her foster care
  experience. She shrugged. I dont know. Maybe fifty thousand. Something like that.


  Done, Rothman said. Youll get a loan from my bank to the tune of fifty thousand, and Ill cosign for it.


  Pia found herself momentarily speechless. Never in her life had someone stood up for her financially, especially to the tune of fifty thousand dollars. She didnt know how to react.
  I dont know what to say, she mumbled.


  Then dont say anything! Well revisit this issue, but for today I want you to jump on this paper for Lancet. It needs another set of eyes and the statistics checked. I
  know you are a whiz with statistics.


  Rothman got up from behind his desk. With his attention buried in the piece of paper hed been intermittently studying, he walked out of his office. Pia was stunned. Rothman had just
  essentially lent her a large sum of money and asked for her help on a vitally important paper.


  Okay, Pia said to herself, Ive got work to do. Now I just have to get that man out of my work space. Following Rothman out through the door, she headed back to
  the lab bench where she had set up her temporary work space.
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  CONVENT OF THE SISTERS OF THE SACRED HEART


  WESTCHESTER, NEW YORK


  FEBRUARY 28, 2011, 7:20 P.M.


  Armed with Dr. Rothmans pledge of financial support, Pia made an appointment with the mother superior of the convent of the Sisters of the
  Sacred Heart for that same evening. It wasnt a meeting she looked forward to. Pia recalled how years before the mother superior had found her as a teenager sitting on the convent wall after
  getting into a fight with her foster family at the time, who lived a couple of miles away. She had brought Pia inside, and they had talked. The result was that Pia returned the very next weekend,
  with her familys permission, to help out in an unstructured fashion. The rest was history, culminating in Pias decision, when she aged out of foster care, to join the convent with the
  idea of possibly becoming a novitiate.


  Pia would be forever grateful for what the mother superior had done for her in the years following her moving in, especially as it was an enormous improvement on what she had experienced in the
  foster care system. Although it was, in reality, another institution, Pia had finally been at peace. She had found the mother superior to be sympathetic not only in helping her adjust to the
  convents community living but also in helping her navigate the tempestuous waters in the real world beyond the tranquillity of the convent. It had been at the mother superiors
  insistence that Pia turned to academia and became a superior student rather than an adequate one. But obtaining her high school equivalency and attending college had allowed Pia to learn about
  herself to the extent of realizing that a nuns life was not for her. Instead she decided on a career in medicine, where she sensed she could excel and find equivalent peace. After all,
  during her entire tumultuous foster care experience, she had always viewed the doctor as the sine qua non of power and control of ones personal destiny. But the decision had had
  consequences, especially with regard to the mother superior.


  About five years earlier Pia had made a similar appointment with the woman. It was then that Pia admitted that she was not going to become a sister but rather a doctor. It had been a difficult
  meeting as the mother superior had been obviously disappointed and made her feelings known. At the same time she had been encouraging about Pias new career track and voiced how desperately
  doctors were needed at their missionary locations in East Africa. Now, as Pia walked into the mother superiors stark office, she knew she faced as difficult a situation asand maybe
  even worse thanwhen she had decided against becoming a nun. The more she thought about her goals, the more she thought Rothman was right about her being uniquely qualified for medical
  research.


  Pia, my dear, its a blessing to see you. We have all missed you. All the sisters ask about you day after day.


  And you, Reverend Mother.


  Pia kept her eyes glued to her hands as they worked at each other in her lap. Her anxiety had peaked. She hoped it was not reflected in her voice. She had dressed simply in a black dress that
  broke at the knees and plain pumps. At first glance, the mother superior had looked the same as when she first met her ten years before. The uniform of the order helped with that. But Pia could
  tell that age was taking its toll. The mother superior had moved slowly when she walked around her desk to greet Pia. From Pias perspective her hand had felt bonier and more delicate when
  she placed it on Pias shoulder than on Pias previous visit a month or so previously.


  On the short train ride out of Manhattan, Pia had rehearsed what she was going to say. She wanted to be clear so there would be no misunderstanding. She was confident in her decision, more
  confident then than shed been in Rothmans office, but she knew the mother superior had a talent for ignoring what someone was saying as she worked the conversation back to a position
  more in tune with her interests and opinions.


  As the pleasantries continued, Pias mind rapidly played over the extraordinary changes her life had taken since she arrived at the convent in what, at that moment, seemed like a previous
  life. She was now in her fourth year at Columbia Medical School, as amazing as that sounded even to her. She recalled how difficult it had been to convince Columbia to accept her. She remembered
  how shed had to explain why, at age eighteen, shed decided to join a Catholic African missionary order. Her experience at New York University had been a breeze. From the get-go the
  college admissions people were convinced, no questions asked, that Pia, as a young woman emancipated from foster care, would make a valuable addition to the rich tapestry of NYU undergraduate
  life.


  Columbia, on the other hand, had expressed early concern about Pias history and its potential effects on her independence and ability to empathize with patients. They didnt voice
  their concerns in such a clear fashion, but Pia had gotten the message, especially when she was asked to undergo an interview by one of the medical centers psychiatrists. Recognizing that
  she wouldnt have been asked to do the interview if they werent interested in her, Pia had acquiesced. To her surprise, the interview turned out to be more pleasant than she had
  feared. The psychiatrist had been well versed in the inequities of the New York foster care system and seemed sympathetic when he learned that she had been under its questionable aegis from age six
  to eighteen. Unfortunately, she had never experienced an adoption or even a final placement.


  Although the psychiatrist did not have access to her records by law, Pia was rather open with him and explained her experiences, although she downplayed some of the grittier elements. She fully
  admitted that in retrospect she knew that she had been abused and that she had had to grow up without a nurturing presence in her life, but she added that rather than hindering her, she believed,
  her experiences would make her a better doctor. She also downplayed any symptoms shed experienced such as her mild brush with an eating disorder as a teenager and the recurrent nightmares
  she still experienced.


  As the interview had progressed, Pias openness apparently won the day as the psychiatrist was equally open with her. He actually told her that he was impressed with how she had been able
  to cope and that he agreed with her that her experiences might make her a better doctor, especially if she became interested in a specialty like pediatrics. He told her that he was particularly
  impressed by her near perfect grade point average at NYU, her near perfect MCAT scores, and the fact that she had won acclaim as an actress with the NYU theater group. He said it was all indicative
  of her commitment to her goal of becoming a doctor and to the adjustment she had achieved to everyday life despite her history. He also told her that he would be strongly recommending her for
  admittance to the class of 2011.


  After the psychiatric interview, Pia had been ecstatically hopeful that she would be accepted. But months later she found out that it had not been enough to convince the admissions committee.
  There had been a number of people whod apparently demurred, thinking it was too big a risk despite the psychiatrists recommendation. It took an unexpected last-ditch intervention by
  two people to carry the day. First, the mother superior offered to become involved and sent a flurry of carefully worded, beautifully argued, and persuasive e-mails. And the second person was Dr.
  Rothman, who, at the time, was sitting on the admissions committee for an obligatory three-year term. Pia found out about this surprising twist of events only years later, after working with
  Rothman during her third-year elective. Hed brought it up suddenly at one of their typically uncomfortable meetings. He admitted to her something that he said no one else knew: that he too
  had suffered through the New York State foster care system because he had been a difficult, hyperactive child. He said a diagnosis was not made until he was an adult, when he himself recognized he
  had Aspergers syndrome. Pia had been stunned and was still stunned. Respecting his confidence, she had told no one about the revelation.


  The last time you made a formal appointment to see me, the mother superior continued, you had sad news for us here at the convent, saying you had decided against joining us
  by becoming a novitiate. My intuition tells me that you are here today for similar reasons. I hope that is not the case. We love you here at the convent and are very proud of you and your
  accomplishments.


  Pia looked up briefly to engage the mother superiors unblinking stare, but she couldnt maintain it. Almost immediately she looked away, finding herself staring at the crucifix on
  the wall over the womans shoulder, thinking of pain, sacrifice, and betrayal. Pia took a fortifying breath. As usual the mother superior was miles ahead of her, seemingly sensing what was
  coming. Im starting another month of research in Dr. Rothmans laboratory.


  He is a gifted man. The Lord has looked kindly on him.


  He is going to make history by personally ushering in regenerative medicine. His work with stem cells will be seminal. I want to be part of it.


  From my perspective, you already are. From what you have shared, he has taken to you. Not that I am surprised. How can I help?


  Pia looked back down at her hands. She felt a tinge of guilt after all that the mother superior had done for her, and here she was immediately offering to do more. I believe I will want
  to do medical research full-time, meaning I dont think I want to go to Africa.


  There, its out, Pia thought. She felt immediate relief. For a few moments silence reigned in the room. Pia suddenly realized how cold it was. I know this is a rather large
  change since I offered to go to Africa to repay you and the order for all the help youve given me over the years since I aged out of foster care.


  Your going to Africa was to be for you, not us, the mother superior said. Pia, please dont be rash. I know Im going to sound very old-fashioned, but is there a
  man involved? There must beit is your burden to be so beautiful. I hope to God that Dr. Rothman is being honorable.


  Pia suppressed a smile. The mother superiors suggestion was so far from reality as to warrant such a reaction. She and Rothman had trouble making eye contact much less something more
  intimate. I can assure you that Dr. Rothman has been quintessentially honorable.


  God has limitless ways to test us, the mother superior continued.


  Reverend Mother, I dont believe God is testing me. This does not involve a man, I assure you. I have made my decision because it pleases me and because God has given me a facility
  for the work. But I would like to repay the convent. Thanks to Dr. Rothmans generosity, I have access to fifty thousand dollars. I would like to donate this money to the convent.


  I will be willing to accept any donation but not as repayment. For our services you do not owe us anything. After all, your presence was payment enough.


  It would please me to donate the money, Pia said.


  As you will. But I do have another request. I dont want you to forget us. I trust that you will still make it a point to visit us on occasion. If you forget us, that will be a
  betrayal.


  Pia, who had been looking past the mother superior at the crucifix, was stopped short. Suddenly, her suit of armor was dented, and she looked down at her shoes, feeling young and small.
  Betray. Betrayal. When she first encountered the word betray in a novel when she was eleven, she looked it up in the schools big dictionary. The definition seemed just
  right. Thats what her family had done, it had betrayed her. Betrayal was the tragedy that had stalked Pia ever since she was six, on the day when the police burst through the
  front door of the apartment she shared with her father and uncle and placed her in the clutches of the New York City foster care program.
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  COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY MEDICAL CENTER


  NEW YORK CITY


  MARCH 1, 2011, 7:30 A.M.


  She knows the mans important but she cant remember his name. The girl is standing in front of a long desk, wearing a plain, very
  loose-fitting, institutional gray shift with her shoulders slumped forward and her hands clasped in front of her, elbows tucked into her sides. Even sitting down, the man is very large, enormous,
  in fact, and hes leaning forward, talking to her, not looking her in the eye but right at her chest. She cant make out what hes saying. Shes been bad, shes
  misbehaved, shes going to need to be punished, thats all she knows.


  She can hear him now. Hes even bigger than he was before, telling her to stand up straight, to pull her shoulders back. Why is she wearing that shapeless garment? Pia remembers that
  shes fifteen or at most sixteen and this is the head of her school, and its as if shes at the back of the room, watching this girl who is her but not her. He pushes his chair
  back and stands up. Coming around the desk, he approaches her with a cruel, lustful smile. Pia . . . he orders. Pia . . .


  Pia . . . Pia . . . ! Pia sat up in bed and breathed a deep sigh of relief. Her T-shirt was sticking to the sweat on her back as she stretched forward, listening to George calling
  to her from the other side of the door. She let him in and hurried to get dressed, vowing that shed remember to set the alarm that night. Her internal clock used to wake her up at six
  without fail but the last couple of weeks shed had trouble sleeping, suffering from a number of recurrent nightmares. She felt exhausted. Shed not had nearly enough sleep. After
  visiting with the mother superior, shed gone back to Rothmans lab. By the time shed gotten back to her dorm room and crawled into bed it had been 4:23 in the morning.


  As she dressed, she found herself mulling over the meeting with the mother superior, and she shared some of it with George on the way to the medical center.


  Im glad you went, George said as they walked in the crisp morning sunshine. I mean, you were never going to join the order, and I cant see you in Africa doing
  whatever missionaries do nowadays. Ive never known any nuns, but I cant imagine youre the nun type. From one of their four lovemaking events, an erotic image of a
  satiated Pia naked in bed flashed through his mind. He noticed Pia shoot him a look, and he cringed. Could she read his mind? It wasnt the first time George had this worry.


  I dont think becoming a nun and taking the vows would have been a problem for me, George. Im not even saying Ill never do it. Ive seen how life is at the
  convent, and its very peaceful. Its different from the world out here. The sisters support each other. Its safe.


  George immediately felt uncomfortable, like he was patronizing Pia. He couldnt blame her for wanting some security in her life with the little he knew of her childhood. But becoming a
  nun? It seemed extreme. I guess what I mean is that it seems like a way of avoiding life. There are other ways of being safe besides going and hiding out in a convent.


  I dont think of becoming a nun as hiding. Its the oppositethey have to give all of themselves to the world they have chosen. They dont betray each
  other either, thought Pia to herself. They had reached the Black research building.


  Actually I think youd be equivalently hiding if you end up spending your whole career working in there with Rothman, George said, indicating the building with a tilt of his
  head. His concept of medicine involved helping people directly, one-on-one, having an effect on the lives of people he could see and touch. As far as he was concerned, research was too cold and
  abstract and populated with asocial martinets like Rothman who were as welcoming and warm as a file full of algorithms.


  So, what about lunch today? George said, changing the subject and ever hopeful. As he had feared, they hadnt met up for lunch the day before. In the three-plus years that
  George had known Pia, theyd never had an official lunch date. They had lunched together numerous times, but not as a planned event. During the first two years they had managed to have pretty
  much the same schedule so it just happened. But now that George was on a radiology elective and Pia was holed up in Rothmans lab, he knew that the chances theyd run into each other by
  accident were slim. But why he was bothering to ask her he had no idea, since he knew it wasnt going to happen. And why was he always so damned accommodating?


  Sorry, George, I cant make plans, she said. Yesterday I had to spend the entire day and come back at night to work on one of Rothmans journal articles, and it
  still isnt done. On top of that Ill be meeting with him sometime to find out what he has in store for me for the entire month. I seriously doubt Ill even be getting
  lunch.


  Pia was unhappy to see that the pesky maintenance man was still in her office. He was up the stepladder again, only facing a different direction
  this time. The day before, as she had worked on Rothmans paper on one of the benches out in the lab proper, shed noticed that hed left at twelve and didnt come back for
  four hours. At that rate she worried about him being there pestering her and keeping her from her cubbyhole for a week. Her office was small, but it was hers and she could leave her stuff spread
  out on the countertops, something she couldnt do in the main lab.


  Pia made enough noise dropping her bag on her tool-littered desk to ensure Vance knew she was there and not particularly happy. Hey, you up there, she called out.


  Vance pulled his head down into the room and, seeing Pia, climbed down, smiling, rubbing his hands on a rag. Ah, Miss Grazdani! How are you today? I missed you yesterday when I
  left.


  I noticed you took a four-hour lunch. You should have told me youd be away so long. I could have been working here in my office. Anyway, yesterday you thought youd be
  finished. Whats up? How long is this going to take?


  The job is turning out to be more difficult than I had thought. All I can really say is that Im trying my best. As soon as I figure out what the hell is wrong, Ill knock it
  right out and be outa here.


  Pia merely sighed irritably and lifted her bag.


  Miss Pia, Ive got a surprise for you. I made an extra sandwich today for lunch, one for me and one for you. How about joining me for a bite? I make a wicked pastrami sandwich on a
  ciabatta roll. What do you say?


  He was smiling again. Jesus, men were so predictable. Pia glowered: Was this guy suffering from delusions? She wasnt staying to find out nor did she want to encourage the man.


  Just hurry the hell up with the job. Please! she snapped. As far as the sandwich offer was concerned, she didnt even want to acknowledge it.


  Pia turned and stepped back into the main lab. She put her bag on the bench area where shed worked the previous day. But instead of jumping right in, she walked back to Marshas
  desk to find out where their leader was that morning. To her surprise, she learned that Rothman was in his office and waiting for her. Pleased, Pia hurried in through the open door. Immediately she
  noticed he was dealing with the same maintenance inconvenience Overhead, a number of ceiling tiles were missing and spaghetti-like wires dangled from the holes. An assortment of tools dotted one of
  the countertops and a few were scattered on the floor. In the corner was a stepladder leaning against the wall and the security camera was missing from its mounting.


  Good morning, Dr. Rothman, Pia chirped. She never knew what to expect mood-wise but hoped for the best. Marsha said you were expecting me.


  Miss Grazdani. How do you spell catheter? Rothman demanded, not even bothering to look up from the sheet of paper he was holding. She could tell it was part of the
  Lancet manuscript shed worked on.


  C-A-T-H-E-T-E-R. Why?


  Well, it seems you know how to spell it, so Im wondering why you felt the need to make up an alternative version for my paper?


  Pia had worked on Rothmans article, making several suggestions for changes in structure and rewriting one whole section she found particularly opaque. Late last night she had been in a
  hurry to finish, and she hadnt run a spell check.


  One wonders what they taught you at NYU, if anything. There were several spelling errors and two grammatical ones.


  From experience, Pia knew how Rothman worked. These jabs at her spelling and grammar almost certainly meant that he had accepted her structural changes. If you lived for compliments and praise,
  youd starve to death working for Rothman. Rothman took good work for granted. If you werent good, you didnt last long, so the only elements worth talking about were the minor
  faults. Rothman twisted in his seat to face his Mac and started pecking his way around the keyboard. Pia surmised he was adding her changes to the original manuscript. Pia took a seat without being
  asked. If she waited to be asked, shed be standing all day.


  Pia had enjoyed laboring over the Lancet piece. Scientific writing was something she enjoyed and seemed to have a facility for. Over the previous three years, Pia had collaborated with
  Rothman on his salmonella studies and had even got credit as one of the authors on several. It had been exciting work. Rothman was continuing his award-winning, landmark research that he had
  accomplished concerning salmonella virulence, a subject for which hed won his Nobel and Lasker prizes. Virulence was the microorganisms ability to invade and kill its host cells,
  something salmonella was particularly good at. Over the years Rothman had found, classified, and defined the five pathogenicity islands, or areas, in the salmonella genome that
  encoded for various virulence-related factors such as specific toxins and antibiotic resistance, both of which had contributed to salmonella being by far the largest cause of human food-borne
  illness in the world. Every year salmonella caused the mortality and morbidity of countless millions of people. Every year typhoid fever alone still killed upwards of half a million people, a
  situation Rothman had his sights on rectifying and was coming closer to each year.


  Initially when Pia first joined Rothmans lab, she had been more interested in his newer area of research, namely stem cells, and had hoped to work with them. But he had had other ideas
  and wanted her to cut her teeth with his continuing salmonella work. As time passed shed become as committed as he in the microbiological arena, fascinated by bacteria and viruses in general
  and salmonella in particular and the microscopic realm they inhabited. Soon she found herself reveling in the involved science while enjoying the thrill of working with one of the greatest minds on
  the subject. On a daily basis Pia had come to relish refining her knowledge of genetics so that she could one day make her own contribution to basic research. Gradually she had come to realize how
  exciting research could be and how well it fit with her personality.


  Pia watched Rothman type away in front of her. The level of his concentration was truly remarkable. One minute hed been talking with her, the next he was totally absorbed, as if she were
  no longer in his presence. Pia did not take any aspect of his behavior personally. After hed confided about his Aspergers, shed read about the syndrome and guessed that many
  aspects of his personality were dictated by it, even ignoring her as he was doing at that moment. Instead of being annoyed, she thought about the content of the article shed rewritten. It
  was about studies that Rothman had been doing involving salmonella typhi grown in outer space on the orbiting International Space Station. Rothman had found that growing the bacteria in a
  zero-gravity environment made it enormously more virulent than control bacteria grown back on earth. It was Rothmans belief that the conditions in space somehow mimicked to a marked extent
  those present in the human ileum, triggering the bacteria to turn on the genes in the pathogenicity islands to produce effector proteins. Pia was one of the few people who knew that at that moment
  in the refrigerated storage facility inside the biosafety unit there were three strains of these enormously virulent, space-grown salmonella. She also knew that what Rothman wanted to do was to
  figure out how zero gravity caused these changes with the hope of learning how to turn them off, not only in space but in the human ileum as well.


  Although Pia had learned to be patient in Rothmans presence, she had her limits. After a few minutes had gone
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