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Thursday

Adrian Cross tried to wake up at the wheel before he had some sort of accident. He’d slept poorly the night before, so he’d spent the entire day at work today drinking coffee and washing his face in biting cold water. Neither measure had helped for more than a few minutes, though, which left him even more exhausted now that it was time to go home. He’d felt the gray blanket of unconsciousness wrapping itself around him several times already since then, and he’d jerked awake each time just before his ’82 Pontiac Phoenix had crossed the line out of its lane. Not long ago, his eyes had snapped open to find the red brake lights of the pickup truck ahead of him looming bright and angry in the center of his windshield. His heart sped up and his eyelids peeled back after each such close miss, but the gray blanket always crept back in.

As Dwight Yokam’s version of “Suspicious Minds” played on the radio, Adrian amused himself by trying to look at more than just the cars ahead. His eyes followed the tree line alongside the road that kept rising and falling and rising and falling… but that didn’t help. He tried to create words from the letters on the license plates all around him or find the license plate that came from the state that was farthest away, but both games were far too boring to be helpful. He even looked up into the sky as far as he could through the overcast and the streetlight glare over the city. The most interesting thing he saw there was a red star over the city that he’d never noticed before, but taking his eyes away from the road to stargaze didn’t seem like the best idea either. Finally, he settled for thinking that the sleepiness was some viscous liquid that kept trying to fill the void of his consciousness, and that only by avoiding some heinous traffic accident by mere inches was he able to pan that liquid back out of his brain and remain awake. Yet every time he panned it out, it just oozed right back into place leaving him just as relaxed and sleepy as he’d been just a few…

The angry blare of a horn brought Adrian around again, and he realized that his dented, dirty Pontiac had overlapped the dashed line between his lane and the next nearest right lane, which was already occupied by a minivan. Possessed by the sudden irrational fear that the person in the farthest left lane was trying to usurp the space he’d vacated, he swerved back into his lane, forcing the car to his left to weave dangerously close to the highway’s concrete dividing wall. The drivers on both sides of him honked and bracketed him with upraised middle fingers as he settled back into the middle of his lane.

“Idiots,” he murmured to no one in particular. He hated driving on Highway 38. Inevitably, every car-carrying, fuel-transporting and double-trailer-dragging 18-wheeler from Flint to Lansing to Detroit decided that they all had to bypass Iron Rapids at exactly the same time whether that time occurred in the morning or the evening. On top of that, every monkey who could see in a straight line and miss an orange cone at the DMV usually decided to join in on the lane-changing, horn-honking, air-polluting madness as well. The confluence of traffic choked Highway 38 into a thick, sluggish mess around Iron Rapids’ perimeter every single rush hour. Adrian had driven in worse traffic conditions before—such as I-285 around his hometown of Atlanta—but Highway 38 never, ever, let up. Even the holiday and weekend traffic was nightmarish. Adrian had to traverse only one quarter of the length of the small, self-important highway to get from his apartment to work, but the trip invariably took him more than 45 minutes every day.

The ride soured his mood on the best days, but the traffic this evening was particularly irksome. After a three-hour phone harangue at the hands of his ex-wife the night before, Adrian had stayed up late worrying because he had no idea under what rock he was going to find the money for his next child-support payment. Thanks to a brilliant feat of amateur divorce-lawyering five years ago, Adrian had found himself paying an exorbitant amount of child-support even though his ex’s father was rich and willing to support her, and her current boyfriend—who was actually supporting her—made a decent living for himself. Adrian was more than happy to donate money toward his son’s upbringing at the very least, but he was sure that his ex’s lawyer had taken advantage of him and his own inexperienced lawyer. Having been beaten down by losing his house and car, his half of the joint savings and custody of his child, Adrian hadn’t had the heart to fight any more.

Now, working at his third new job since the divorce, money was extremely tight. He hadn’t let his son down yet, but he’d only kept his head above water by selling most of the expensive items he’d managed to keep in the divorce settlement. All he really had left to sell was this car that he’d bought at an in-city used-vehicle franchise that sucked its hapless customers dry. Besides, the car was going to be in no marketable condition once they pried it out from under the 18-wheeler that was about to flip over in the lane ahead of him.

With the sudden, painful clarity of a man who’s sure he’s about to die, Adrian came entirely awake to realize what was happening. The slate-gray and blue truck in the left lane against the dividing wall several cars ahead had just blown all the tires on the passenger side of its cab. Feeling his stomach lurch, Adrian watched the steel belts and rubber fly apart like a basket unraveling as the truck began to weave in queasy slow motion.

The burgundy sedan right next to the 18-wheeler managed to dodge out of the way, and some miracle kept the rig from toppling across the dividing wall into the rush of oncoming traffic. The burgundy sedan swerved into the far-right lane, and the yellow Volkswagen Beetle that was already in that lane swerved into Highway 38’s rough, corrugated excuse for an emergency lane. Their narrow escape left the road beside the tractor trailer clear, which was good, but the next cars in the line included a gray van with tinted windows in the far-left lane, an unwashed red pickup truck in the right lane and Adrian’s Phoenix in the middle. Adrian was ahead of the other two cars, and he could tell that none of them would be able to stop in time to avoid the inevitable crash. The driver of the 18-wheeler had already panicked, slammed on the brakes and locked them up.

As soon as Adrian made this realization, the trailer started to shudder, and it skidded to the right on its cab’s denuded rims. Smoke billowed from the truck’s rear tires, followed by the unreal shriek of rubber tires clinging desperately for purchase on asphalt. The truck was still far enough ahead that it didn’t clip anyone in its mad swerve, but even still, Adrian could see what was going to happen. An eerie, preternatural connection told him that his nearest two fellow drivers had realized it as well. He could feel the drivers in the van and the pickup truck stretching out for their brakes as the primitive survival instinct took over. The entire tableau thus far had taken only seconds, and the uncomfortable reality had set in that this was happening right there in real life, rather than on some movie or television screen. As one, the drivers of the pickup and the van were about to try to skid to a halt before the 18-wheeler and its out-of-control trailer blocked off the entire three lanes of the highway.

Adrian’s mind raced ahead of his fear and instinct, telling him what was going to happen instants before it actually did. The trailer was going to slew awry and slam into the dividing wall on its left as the cab kept sliding sideways. Stretched across all three lanes, the rig would topple and grind to a halt in a cascade of sparks and rubber smoke. The four nearest cars in the lanes behind the truck, however, would all slam into its undercarriage before it had come to a complete stop and before their own brakes had had a chance to catch their grip.

Adrian saw time through a fish-eye lens. He worked out the series of causes and effects before the tail of the truck had even hit the wall. He knew that he and the drivers of the other two vehicles weren’t going to make it, even if they’d already slammed on the brakes before the blowout.

Time caught up with Adrian again as the trailer clipped the dividing wall and dragged along the concrete for several yards, spraying stone chips across the oncoming lanes of Highway 38. An instant later, the side of the trailer hit the asphalt, and it rang in a disturbingly beautiful alien chorus as it slid. Panicked, Adrian yanked his steering wheel to the right and slammed on his brakes, even though he knew that neither desperate measure was going to help.

As his car shoved the pickup truck aside and aimed for the 18-wheeler’s undercarriage, Adrian Cross closed his eyes.
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In the long, pregnant pause just after the crash, the First among them crossed his arms and frowned at the scene below him. Four cars had piled into each other on the highway below, as they should have, and their arrangement was as predicted, but something was not right.

Standing on either side of him, the Second and Third did the same at the same time. They had all seen the events that would prepare the way. None of them had missed anything. None of them had allowed for any error. Random elements had been accounted for, and the standard allowable deviation had been calculated. The Fourth, who waited in the car, had assured them that the procedure would proceed in perfect order. And yet…

“Something isn’t right,” the First said.

“No, it isn’t,” the Second responded.

“Did it work?” the Third asked.

The three of them looked back at their car where the Fourth sat in the back seat. He did not look at them or even acknowledge them. He held his mobile phone to his ear, doubtless ordering in medical transportation for the victims of the accident below and apprising Agent Sutton of the situation.

“It must have worked,” the First said.

“His calculations were infallible,” the Second said. “I checked them myself.”

“Still…” the Third said. “That didn’t feel right at all.”

“Let’s go,” the First said. He led the way back toward the car, and the other two fell into step behind him. “We’ll discuss it once civilian authorities arrive.”

“Agreed,” the Second said.

“Agreed,” the Third said.
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Matthew Simonson sat in his room in the Lester Hotel in downtown Iron Rapids, hunching over his laptop computer. His source was supposed to hadn’t sent him an email or an instant message in far too long. Simonson tapped his foot rapidly under the desk, wondering what was behind this sudden dearth of communication.

“Come along, Sugardaddy,” he said aloud. “Don’t say you’ve lost your nerve now.”

Worried and frustrated, he looked up at the wall mirror that faced him from across the table. “Well,” he said to his reflection. “Opinions? Where is he?”

In response, the image of himself in the mirror cocked its head as if listening to something then looked away over its shoulder. It appeared to be looking at the clock radio on the nightstand beside the bed. Confused, Simonson looked over his shoulder at the clock radio on his side of the looking glass. He even stood up and took a step in that direction.

“I don’t understand,” he said. When he looked back at the mirror, though, he saw that his reflection was now standing beside the clock radio and turning it on. Realization dawned, and Simonson did likewise. He crossed to the nightstand and tapped the sleep-timer bar on top of the clock. A local commercial radio station came to life.

“—affic situation on Highway 38 isn’t getting any better as the rush hour drags on,” the DJ was saying, “but you people who commute daily shouldn’t be surprised by that. One new problem to report: We’ve got a bad wreck on the top end of the perimeter highway that’s going to screw up the traffic flow like cheese through your grandma. Four cars and a tractor-trailer decided to go at it right across all three lanes, and this is a bad one, folks. No injuries reported as of yet—which is a pretty neat trick—but fire and rescue trucks are still on the scene right now. They’re trying to get these mangled vehicles out of your roadway, but all lanes are—”

“Shit,” Simonson said. He turned the radio off and looked back at the mirror. He knew better than to hope that the timing of that traffic report had been a coincidence.


Monday


Chapter One

Voices spoke to Adrian in his dreams. He recognized none of them, but he knew that he was listening to words he’d heard before. They were voices. Safe voices. Voices of people who were here to help him. His mind hadn’t fabricated them, but he couldn’t figure out where they came from.

“They’re all just hiding out in here. You know it, I know it, and they sure as hell know it. I hate this place. I hate these people. Let them die already if they’re going to. I’m sick of looking at them.”

He breathed deeply and lay motionless. No pillow had ever been so deep or so soft. He snuggled into it and resisted the subtle pressure building behind his eyes, telling him to wake up. Keeping his eyes closed still took less effort than trying to open them, and he wanted to enjoy these last few minutes of sleep.

“No, not even one scratch. It’s quite incredible, really. He never even lost a filling. He’s very lucky, Ma’am.”

Feeling returned to Adrian’s body little by little. Every hair follicle, every muscle and every joint reported in, telling him that he was still alive. He felt no pain. No part of his body was numb. Nothing seemed to be punctured, crushed or burned.

“No, not even one scratch.”

By all accounts, Adrian Cross seemed to be alive and in good health. He couldn’t imagine how it was possible. The last thing he remembered was an impending car accident. A vicious one. He should have been mangled or killed.

What had happened? Hadn’t there been an accident? All those cars… An eighteen-wheeler on Highway 38… Adrian saw the events of the crash again in vivid detail. He heard a canvas strap snap like an over-taut guitar string. Was that his seat belt snapping or a sinew ripping in two? How long ago was that?

Adrian felt himself cross the line between sleeping and being awake, and an intrusive awareness of his surroundings seeped in against his will. The effort to keep his eyes shut began to outweigh their inertia to remain closed. Light flooded in to wash away his dreams, and he opened his eyes.

“Well, good morning, Mister… Cross,” a sweet, slightly raspy voice said from somewhere to his left. “Welcome back.”

He turned with sleep-fogged eyes and tried to sit up. Who was talking? How did he know that voice?

“You know it, I know it, and they sure as hell know it.”

“How are you feeling? Do you need anything? Don’t be afraid. I’m here to help you.”

The blurry image of an angel with a shining halo at his bedside resolved into a crystal-clear picture of a middle-aged nurse wearing a white hat and carrying a clipboard. She clutched the clipboard to her as if to make sure that Adrian didn’t take an illicit peek at whatever was printed on her side of it. Her graying hair poked out from under her starched white hat in uncontrolled wisps, despite what seemed an otherwise orderly bun at the nape of her neck. Old scars of adolescent acne on the nurse’s face tried to hide beneath a layer of false-tan makeup that collected in lines that stress and age had drawn on the nurse’s face long ago.

“You’re disoriented,” the nurse said with the same honeyed friendliness in her voice. “That’s natural, and it’s okay. Just try to relax. You’ve been—”

“—hiding out in here—”

“—asleep for a long time. Do you remember what happened?”

Adrian remembered, but he continued to stare at the nurse like a dumb cow. He couldn’t remember ever seeing anything or anyone with such vivid clarity. From the color of her teeth and the almost imperceptible rasp in her voice, he pegged her for a long-time smoker. Adrian marveled at his clarity of vision, despite the relative insignificance of what he’d discovered. He’d never seen anything so clearly before, and he could only stare in mute fascination.

“Sir,” the nurse said. “Do you understand what I’m saying? Do you know where you are?” The voice probably would have sounded concerned or even matronly to someone else, but Adrian saw the tension in her expression. She was forcing a mask of concern over a look of disdain. He could see that clearly now, too.

“I hate this place.”

“Sir, do you know where you are?”

Adrian didn’t have to think about it. He could have guessed even before he opened his eyes. The place didn’t have the musty, unwashed-dishes and two-week-old-sheet smell his apartment had. As he thought about it, he could remember hearing the squeak-squeak-squeak of rubber wheels on tile, complemented by the dry, mouse-like sound of crepe-soled shoes moving around outside his room.

“Hospital,” Adrian said. He swallowed to clear the rusty cobwebs from his throat, then said, “I’m in the hospital.”

“Good, sir,” the nurse said. She looked from her clipboard to the IV needle in Adrian’s arm, but she never met his eyes. She obviously had more important things to worry about now. Maybe her next smoke break was soon. “Do you remember what happened?”

“I had a car accident on Highway 38,” Adrian said. “In the evening rush hour. That’s the last thing I remember.”

“And do you know who you are?” she said, pretending to care. “Do you remember?”

“Randal McMurphy?”

“Hm,” the nurse said, sighing and frowning at the same time. A shadow of a scowl crossed the nurse’s face, but it was the most relaxed expression he had seen there thus far. The woman must scowl a lot. She even looked younger when she did it.

“Are you sure about that, sir?” she asked.

“No, Ma’am,” Adrian said, trying to smile and put her at ease. He was afraid, however, that the smile looked to her as disingenuous as it felt to him. If the nurse could read him as easily as he could read her, she’d see right through the facade. “I’m sorry. My name’s Adrian Cross. I was just dreaming about a movie I saw in high school. It’s about a guy and his nurse in a hospital. I must have overheard you talking to somebody earlier and gotten a little confused. You just reminded me of the nurse in the movie.”

“Then, try to concentrate, Mister Cross,” the nurse said, her hazel eyes studying her clipboard again without seeing it. “How are you feeling?” Now that Adrian was talking sense, the nurse had no responsibility to care for him. “Are you feeling well now?”

The rote, mechanical quality of the question struck Adrian more profoundly than he would have thought possible. Wasn’t there any such thing as bedside manner any more? Weren’t nurses supposed to actually care about how patients felt? Anger bubbled up where only wonder had been moments before.

“Well, I guess I’m through hiding out in here,” he said. “And I know you must be sick of looking at me by now.”

Adrian looked away from the nurse in disgust, but he could feel her surprise nonetheless. She mumbled that she had to get a doctor then walked away. Adrian listened to the receding mouse-steps of her crepe-soled shoes until they mixed in with the other sounds in the hospital’s hallway.


[image: ]



When it became clear that the nurse would not return right away with a team of doctors, reporters and his estranged family, Adrian realized that he must not have been asleep very long. The sky outside his window was a dense, uniform gray that let him know nothing more than that it was daytime. He didn’t feel significantly older. Then again, he hadn’t felt significantly older than twenty-one in any of the twelve years since that birthday.

Regardless, Adrian didn’t think too much time had passed while he slept. Under his blue-dotted white gown, his body seemed no smaller than it did when he’d last stood before a mirror. He saw no evidence of atrophy. Even the thin coat of flab he’d been growing since his divorce—the “softening tender,” his mother had called it—was still there smoothing over what little muscle tone he’d had in high school and college.

If he were still in intensive care or the emergency room, though, no one would have left him alone, he supposed. Sounds of conversation and whatnot drifted in from the hallway, but all was quiet in here with him. Since he wasn’t in the emergency room, and no one else was anywhere nearby, he guessed that he wasn’t in a recovery room. As far as he could tell, he was in a regular bed in a regular observation room somewhere in Iron Rapids’ Founders’ Memorial hospital.

Even that realization, though, told him only that he’d been asleep for “a while” rather than a few hours or even the next day following the accident. Wishful thinking told him that his ex-wife and his son weren’t here to check on him because he hadn’t been unconscious too awful long, but he didn’t rely on it. He had to admit to himself that Sarah might not actually feel compelled to drag Brandon all the way into the city just because his father had been hurt in a car accident. When Brandon had been diagnosed with asthma last year, Sarah hadn’t called Adrian or even told him about it until Adrian had come to pick the boy up the following weekend.

That being the case, maybe Sarah wouldn’t come visit him or bring Brandon to come visit him, regardless of how long he’d been asleep. A part of Adrian’s mind tried to convince him that he’d just missed the visit or maybe the doctors had only just gotten in touch with Sarah, but the mental words of encouragement rang hollow. With dread, nightmarish clarity, he could see Sarah answering her phone, getting the news—

“No, not even one scratch. It’s quite incredible, really. He didn’t even lose a filling. He’s very lucky, Ma’am.”

—and replying with a terse, “So? He was lucky.” The image was so clear and convincing that Adrian had to lie back and close his eyes to keep tears from coming up. As well as he’d come to know Sarah over the years, he couldn’t deny the image out of hand. The only thing that might get her to the hospital at all was the threat that Adrian might miss his next child-support payment. Hell, she might even wake him up out of the coma for her next child-support payment. A hollow smile shadowed Adrian’s face briefly, and he closed his eyes.

“Yeah, and if Sarah was a big, dumb Injun fella,” he mumbled, “she’d bring me a pillow.”


Chapter Two

The Fourth among them didn’t look at any one of them. He was still upset that the procedure for which he was responsible had somehow gone wrong. He faced the back of the seat in front of him without turning his head or moving his eyes. His hands remained open and flat against his legs. He said nothing for several minutes, so the car was silent.

“What are our orders?” the Third asked at last. He sat next to the Fourth in the back seat, and the First and Second sat up front. They both envied the Third his proximity to the Fourth and relished their own distance.

“We will wait for Doctor Zearin’s next report,” the Fourth said. “He and his team are still examining Cross.”

“Is that prudent?” the Third asked. “The longer we hold Cross here, the more chances exist for someone to discover him.”

“I am aware of the risk,” the Fourth said. “However, Cross is no longer a quantifiable entity in this agenda. We must determine exactly what went wrong with the Highway 38 procedure before we continue.”

“But if Cross regains even partial consciousness between now and then, his body might reject the procedures that are yet to come,” the Second said.

“Doctor Zearin has mitigated that concern for the time being,” the Fourth said. “He has Cross sedated, and he will keep Cross thus until he has finished his post-procedure tests.”

“We do still risk exposure, however,” the First said. He didn’t look at the Fourth as he spoke, and the Fourth didn’t look at him. “Although we have kept Cross’ name out of the news media, we were not able to suppress the nature of the results of the Highway 38 procedure.”

“Anyone who has been listening to the radio or reading the local paper knows that no one was hurt in our accident,” the Third added.

“No one is aware specifically of Cross’ current condition, including Cross himself,” the Fourth said. His voice remained flat and even, but his delivery indicated that the discussion had ended. “Once Doctor Zearin has completed his tests, we will have Cross transported to our Ann Arbor construct to undergo replacement surgery as per the agenda.”

“The point remains,” the Second said, “that we need a contingency story. It will likely not be believed that Cross was wounded in the Highway 38 accident.”

“I am well aware of that,” the Fourth said. “I have created a contingency already. We still have the ruins of Cross’ vehicle, and security over him at the hospital has been absolute thus far. We will manufacture evidence of another accident and a later trip through Founders’ Memorial hospital. We will then proceed with Cross as if the Highway 38 procedure had been successful in the first place. This agenda is well in hand.”

“What if something else goes wrong like it did Thursday night?” the Third asked. “Should we expand Agent Sutton’s timetable?”

“Out of the question,” the Fourth said, turning to look at the Third directly. “Agent Sutton will proceed on schedule. Is that understood?”

“Understood,” the First said. The Second echoed him. The Third hesitated, but he finally did so as well. The First engaged the car’s anti-theft system, and the three of them watched the front door of the Founders’ Memorial hospital through the windshield and waited for Doctor Zearin to make his next report. The Fourth turned back toward the front and stared at a fixed point ahead without seeming to see it. The three sat in silence, not looking at each other or at the Fourth.

Silence fell once again.


Chapter Three

“Are you feeling any pain now, Mister Cross?” the doctor asked.

“No sir,” Adrian answered.

“Any stiffness in any of your joints?”

Adrian put his hands behind his head. “I haven’t had much chance to get up and really stretch, but nothing feels any worse than it did when I came in. Everything feels better.”

“I see,” the doctor said, not returning Adrian’s smile or responding to much of Adrian’s relaxed, painless body language. Suspicion ringed his eyes, as if he thought Adrian might be faking wellness in order to escape. “Do you have a headache? Any blurred vision?”

“No sir.”

“What’s your Social Security number?”

Adrian gave the man a string of 10 digits.

“That’s too many numbers, Mister Cross,” the doctor said, frowning slightly and peering over the top of his plastic-rimmed spectacles. “And the wrong ones.”

“I know,” Adrian said, still smiling, but faking it. “That was actually my phone number. Backwards. You asked me that about half an hour ago, remember? Just playing around.”

The doctor—a middle-aged, paunchy goblin of a man with a thin, black comb-over—gave Adrian a look that Adrian remembered from grade school. It was the look teachers and assistant principals give students when students had the audacity to crack jokes.

“Can you give me your Social Security number, Mister Cross?” the doctor said. “Forward, please.”

Adrian did.

The questions had been going on thus for a long time, and they had started after an even less personal physical examination. After spending an hour alone trying to get back to sleep, Adrian was ready to finally get some company. An orderly with brown hair and a flawless complexion had arrived and helped Adrian into a wheelchair. Adrian hadn’t needed the help, but his mother had always told him that rejecting help taught the helper not to offer next time. So, even though he felt like he could have vaulted over the rails of his bed, back-flipped into the chair and propelled himself down the hallway on one wheel, he’d allowed himself to be helped into the chair and wheeled to an elevator. The elevator ascended to the fifth floor where the orderly took Adrian to an unmarked examination room that was much like any room in any doctor’s office.

Not long afterward, this doctor had arrived with a bulging yellow folder and dismissed the orderly without looking at him. While Adrian tried in vain to make small talk, the doctor had poked and probed and listened to and looked at Adrian’s body, using all the classic scopes and depressors and meters Adrian had associated with the practice of medicine. All those hours ago, Adrian thought that he might be on the road to being released.

Actually, the interview had only begun. Since Adrian hadn’t actually visited a doctor in quite some number of years—well before he had signed up with the HMO that supported employees of the Iron Rapids Chamber of Commerce—it seemed that the doctor needed to take down his health and medical information physically. Adrian had assumed and hoped that such information was “in a computer somewhere,” ready to spring to attention at the entry of some vague search command on a hospital terminal. However, the doctor had taken down the information himself, verbally and exhaustively.

All the while, the doctor kept making notes and seasoning the impersonal record keeping with equally impersonal inquiries about whether Adrian was feeling all right or suffering any discomfort. Weighed down by the doctor’s preference for the bureaucracy and the bottom line, Adrian answered with less and less enthusiasm. Finally, he was able to tune the doctor’s voice out and let his mind wander while his mouth answered by rote. He took a few minutes to look around the room.

The clarity of vision with which he’d astounded himself upon first waking up had now ceased to amaze him, but the world around him did still seem more in focus. The haze that boredom and routine had cast over him was gone, and he felt like a kid who’d come back home from summer camp to find his room cleaned and his lawn mowed by hands other than his own. He was no longer just looking at all the random stuff in the world, he was paying attention to it as well. Any little thing his eyes passed over might be a thing he never saw again. Why not give it the attention it deserved while he could?

Adrian guessed that coming close to death and escaping it probably had that effect on a lot of people.

The examination room, however, contained little that cried out for his attention. It had a bed, a stool, a white counter, some brown cabinets and a rectangular fluorescent light set flush with the ceiling tiles. The room’s confines consisted of four white walls, a tan wooden door, a tile floor and a gunmetal gray light switch, over which a bright orange power-conservation awareness sticker had been slapped. The place was a touch cramped, but it was clean. It was impersonal, but it was professional. Adrian didn’t want to spend any more time than necessary here, but he could at least stay as long as he had to.

“Have you ever been seriously injured, Mister Cross?” the doctor said after a slow trickle of more mundane questions had finally dried up. “Broken bones? Spinal damage?”

Adrian turned his full attention back to the doctor. “Broken bones, yeah. I got my right leg screwed up pretty bad once.”

“Tell me about how that happened, Mister Cross?” the doctor said. “In as much detail as you can.”

“It happened in high school,” Adrian began. “I hardly even think about it any more.”

“Which high school was that, Mister Cross?”

Adrian couldn’t imagine how that detail pertained to his health, but he answered. “One back in Georgia where I grew up. Probably wouldn’t recognize the name if you heard it.”

“The name, Mister Cross?”

Adrian told him.

“I see,” the doctor said. “And what was the extent of the injury?”

Adrian took a deep breath and decided to put the doctor’s detail threshold to the test. “Well, I was dating this girl on the color guard while I was playing football,” he said. “We met my freshman year when she was a sophomore, and we started going out not long after that. Her practices let out about when mine did, so we spent a lot of time together. She was actually one of the few people in that school who didn’t treat me like a big dumb jock. Even though I pretty much was one back then.

“Well, see, even still, it didn’t work out right for very long. By my junior year, she was getting ready to go to college, and I figured we’d probably drift apart, but I didn’t want that to happen to us. I guess I got scared and a little overprotective, ’cause I started hanging around her all the time. I didn’t let her out of my sight. So she starts feeling smothered, and she starts being glad she’s about to be away from me for a school year, and… well, I’m sure you know how that goes.”

The doctor sat very still, peering at Adrian like he might look at a child describing an inane television show full of colorful idiots and songs of insipid glee. Adrian saw the lack of interest and wondered if the doctor was learning anything.

“Anyway, my girlfriend, Stephanie, had this good friend she’d known since junior high, and she talked to him whenever she had a problem with me. I kind of knew about it, and I’d met the guy a couple-few times, but by the end of that year, I was out of control. I figured she was cheating on me, and I got really mad and suspicious.”

The doctor heaved a heavy sigh, and his look darkened.

“Right,” Adrian said. “So I’m off at an away game one night, and our color guard didn’t go with us. I knew they wouldn’t be there, but I didn’t see Stephanie there, and I freaked out. I was sure she was off with Kurt—that was her friend from junior high—and the two of them were doing who knows what together. After I got back from the game, I went over to her house, and sure enough, there was Kurt on the porch leaving. Smiling.

“Man, I was pissed. I didn’t ask questions, I just let him have it. I pushed him, he pushed me, and the next thing I knew, we were rolling on the ground trying to tear each other up. Problem was, Kurt was into kung fu or Tai Kwan Do or something like that. He got loose, and when I came at him again, he got out of the way and stomped down right on the outside of my right ankle. That was pretty much that for me. That’s how it happened. Fighting.”

“That isn’t what I asked, Mister Cross,” the doctor said at last. “I asked how extensive the damage was.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Adrian said disingenuously. “Let’s see, he was wearing hiking boots when he kicked me, so he broke my ankle and pretty much crushed the long bone that runs down the outside edge of your foot. Snapped a tendon or two in that area, too, if I remember correctly.”

“Do you remember the specifics from your doctor’s report, Mister Cross?” the doctor asked. It seemed he’d reached his threshold at last.

“Sorry, no sir,” Adrian said. “I was treated at Northside Hospital back home, if that helps. I figure it would be in a file somewhere. Hospitals have to share patient information and stuff, right?” The doctor didn’t answer. Seeing the look on the man’s face, Adrian decided to terminate that line of helpfulness. “But yeah, I broke that stuff and did all kinds of tendon and ligament damage. I remember the doctor explaining he was going to have to sew some of the ends of one or the other back together. Maybe it was a tendon he had to do that to. Which one connects a bone to a muscle?”

“I see,” the doctor interrupted, frowning down at some note or paper in the file folder he’d brought with him. “That’s quite odd.”

“What is?” Adrian asked. The last thing he wanted to hear from any doctor was how “odd” some aspect of his condition was. “What’s odd?”

“I may have to run some more tests on you, Mister Cross,” was the doctor’s only answer. “Several errors have been made in your file.”

“Wait, what kind of errors?” Adrian asked, mortified. Like most healthy Americans his age, Adrian naturally assumed that hospitals were infallible sanctuaries of science and healing.

“Only filing errors, I’m certain,” the doctor said, still looking into the folder, flipping through the pages seemingly at random. His voice remained devoid of any compassion, and Adrian had only the context from which to draw comfort. “Nothing to be concerned about.”

“So what do I need to do now?” Adrian asked. “More tests? What kind of tests?”

“An MRI, an X-ray, blood tests,” the doctor said. “I’ll have the staff make the arrangements.”

Offering no more, the doctor gathered up his file folder and turned to leave. He turned his back on Adrian and opened the door.

“Wait,” Adrian said. “What do I do? Is someone coming for me? Should I wait here?”

“Someone will take you to your room, Mister Cross,” the doctor said. He frowned even more deeply, as if he resented the intrusion on his busy schedule. “Wait here.”

Without explaining himself further, the doctor left and closed the door behind him. Adrian sagged on the examination table. He didn’t realize how tense he’d been until this moment. A knot relaxed between his shoulder blades, and his shoulders themselves descended. He took a deep breath and just let his body relax. Just talking to that ugly little man had prickled his hairs and squeezed his lungs.

On one level, Adrian assumed that just being in a hospital was partly responsible for the way he felt. The last time he’d been in one as a patient, he’d endured more pain and anguish through operations and torturous physical therapy sessions than he’d ever been through before. On a deeper level, though, the doctor himself had set Adrian’s teeth on edge. The doctor hadn’t seemed to care about the questions he was asking, but he’d made the answers seem terribly important nonetheless. Although he had no conceivable authority over Adrian’s behavior, Adrian had felt like he was acting up throughout the entire interview. The man had just unsettled him. Now that the doctor was gone, Adrian felt silly for being intimidated.

Several minutes later, a new orderly poked his head in and informed Adrian that he’d had been looking for him. According to the young man with red hair and dozens of freckles, visitors were waiting for him in his room, and people were starting to wonder where he’d gone. He asked if Adrian was hiding in this empty room, and Adrian told him that the answer depended on who was waiting for him. The orderly laughed at that and offered Adrian a wheelchair ride back to his room to face the music. Adrian accepted and left the examination room. He didn’t see the doctor anywhere, and that made him feel better. He saw his previous orderly looking somewhat confused and a little upset, but the hobgoblin doctor was nowhere to be found.

All he probably should be worrying about, Adrian finally decided, was these “filing errors” concerning his old high-school injury and dealing with these visitors who were waiting for him. He didn’t have any close friends in Iron Rapids, and his mother was too old to travel from her home in Georgia these days. Such being the case, he had a reasonable guess as to who was waiting. Most likely, one of the visitors was his son, Brandon. Normally, that very idea would have brought a smile to his face. However, if Brandon was here, that meant that Sarah was here as well. And if some strange doctor could stand Adrian’s hackles up right now, Adrian was in no condition to see Sarah.

But as was usually the case when Sarah was involved, Adrian had no choice in the matter.


Chapter Four

It was with no small amount of trepidation that Adrian allowed his friendly, red-haired orderly to wheel him back to his room at last. Conversation had ceased once they got out of the elevator, and Adrian figured that any attempt to start one back up would only have to end abruptly. As much as he might not like it, however, he had no choice but to take a deep breath and see what would happen. Before the orderly could do the honors, Adrian opened the door from the seat of his wheelchair and let the young man push the chair into the room.

The inside of this room was arranged just like any other observation room in any other hospital Adrian was familiar with. One bed, one stool, one dresser, one television and one closet bathroom. The room’s one window was open, giving him a great view of the hospital’s nearly empty parking lot, and the overhead light shone in weak syncopation. Two people—Adrian’s estranged family—stood looking out the window with their backs to the door. Some daytime talk show jabbered on the television above the bed, and the remote wired to the emergency-call handset sat on the stool beside the bed.

Adrian’s ex-wife, Sarah, stood sideways staring out the window over her left shoulder with her arms locked across her narrow chest. Her half-blond, half-brown hair coiled in a tight, serpentine arrangement on the back of her head under an array of tortoise-shell combs. She wore a high-necked and very stylish-looking chocolate-colored leather jacket that was still buttoned up as if she’d either just shown up or was ready to leave. She alternately ground the ball of her left shoe back and forth or pumped her heel up and down, which made her whole body vibrate with impatience. In the smooth white of her cheek and the slender, graceful curve of her neck, Adrian saw signs of the beautiful woman he’d fallen in love with in college. He saw the beautiful mother of his child.

He turned then to look at his nine-year-old son. The boy had definitely inherited his mother’s build, for he was already showing the prepubescent stringiness that must have characterized Sarah’s youth. He wore dark blue jeans and a Stone Cold Steve Austin professional wrestling T-shirt, and he’d tied his yellow windbreaker around his waist in that kid-unselfconsciousness way that defies fashion sensibility. The boy stood staring out the window into the parking lot and stealing uncomfortable glances at his mother.

Adrian looked at the two of them before they noticed he was there. He loved his son, and at times like this, he could almost believe that he still loved Sarah. They’d met at the University of Georgia during their freshman year, and they’d started dating shortly thereafter. He believed then that he and Sarah had come into each other’s lives just when they needed each other most, and she’d never argued with him about it. By some twist of fate, they had both come to the same secluded spot on campus one afternoon to brood and be alone, and they’d ended up talking. The next night, they went on their first actual date.

For a long time, they’d been happier with each other than they’d ever been apart. The day Sarah had accepted his marriage proposal was the happiest day of his life. Could that really have been only 12 years ago? Considering how everything had worked out, it usually seemed so much longer.

While Adrian sat thinking about the good times, the orderly took it upon himself to clear his throat and announce their arrival. Adrian’s son turned around first. He ran over to Adrian’s chair, knocking over the stool with his hip and making the television remote swing and slam into the wall. It hung there from a jack next to the bed.

“Dad!” Brandon shouted, careless of who might be listening or trying to sleep in the adjoining rooms. “Hey!”

Adrian stood and grabbed his son up in a bear hug. He didn’t really have room to spin the boy around like he wanted to, but he hopped on one foot, pretending the kid had knocked him off balance. The boy clung tight for a second and wiggled happily.

“How’s it going, buddy?” he said setting Brandon down and tousling his pine-bark-brown hair. “Haven’t seen you in a
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