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Chapter One: Baby
Miller’s Death


When Lilly disconnected the tubing from Baby
Miller’s ventilator, shrill alarms announced his plummeting oxygen
saturation and impending cardiac arrest. Born 14 weeks before his
due date, Baby Miller tottered between life and death during his
short life. Loud noises agitated him and stress caused his oxygen
readings to drop. Lilly had unhooked his tubing to put a breathing
treatment into the line, never realizing that disconnecting any
tubing on his type of ventilator triggered a shutdown
operation.

She pushed the “reset”
button. Surely, that will enable his
machine to deliver breaths again. Instead,
the ventilator whistled harsh, accusatory notes and Baby Miller’s
oxygen saturation took a nosedive; she now knew that the tiniest
error could send him into oblivion. A respiratory therapist who
specialized in adult care, Lilly knew little about premature
infants and the equipment that kept them alive.

She scanned the dials, hoping to find
a hint of what she could do to fix the problem, but the dim
overhead lights made it impossible for her to make out the tiny
numbers and symbols on Miller’s ventilator control panel. As she
two-fingered her cellphone from her scrub pocket, about to call a
coworker for help, the argument she had earlier with her supervisor
flashed through her mind.

“Diane, please send a
pediatric therapist to the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit. I don’t
feel I have enough training to work with babies or their
ventilators.”

Lilly gazed at the other therapists,
her eyes vulnerable, pleading for help. Instead of assisting her,
the others kept quiet and listened with wide-eyed
fascination.

“I don’t have an extra
therapist,” Diane told her. “Chadwick has assigned you the NICU
rotation this week, so you’d better make yourself
comfortable.”

Why me?

Months before, Chadwick had circulated
a memo offering his staff an optional seminar on the NICU’s new
ventilators. Beside her name, Lilly had checked off “Not
interested.” Most of the data involving premature infants sounded
like Greek and the small print didn’t help. A note from her doctor
explained her vision problems, and the ensuing discussion between
her and management wound up on the slippery slope of what she could
and couldn’t do. Despite the note and her protests, Chadwick had
ordered her to attend the seminar.

“Do something!”

Lilly jerked her body sideways,
dropping her cellphone. Baby’s Miller mother, a reed-thin woman in
cashmere who towered over Lilly, jerked her thumb toward Baby
Miller’s heart monitor. The ventilator emitted harsh, accusatory
notes, and each note sent chills up Lilly’s spine. After calling a
code, the boy’s nurse fed him oxygen through his nose from a
plastic bag. His oxygen readings continued to drop.

“Idiot!” the mother shouted at her.
“You turned off my baby’s ventilator!”

“No, I didn’t.” Lilly drew in her
breath, wincing at a bolt of pain that knifed through her stomach.
It wasn’t the first time stress had made her ulcer
active.

“I’m giving him one hundred percent
oxygen, Missus Miller,” a nurse beside them said. “The doctors are
on their way here. Let’s give Lilly room so she can check his
ventilator.”

The ventilator continued shrieking. A
flood of shivers twisted Lilly’s body; her mouth went dry. Why
didn’t the “reset” button work? She started toward the utility room
to get a replacement ventilator until the alarm on Miller’s cardiac
monitor tolled. Miller’s oxygen bottomed in the sixties, and the
line on his cardiac monitor went flat. The doctor rushed to the
crib side to give Miller chest compressions. Despite the code
team’s best effort, Miller’s tiny body turned dusky. His heart
remained deathly still.

“My baby!” His mother burst into a
spate of weeping. “You killed my boy!”

What can I say? That
management had forced me to work in the NICU? Apologies and explanations sounded lame.

“Get out!” Miller’s mother screamed.
“Get out of here!”

Razor blades sliced through Lilly’s
stomach. The white heat of agony hurt so badly she could only
stagger. The mother’s shouts and accusations trailed behind her as
she lurched toward the restroom in a sidestroke motion. She never
made it. Vomit tasting like copper ripped through her throat,
splashing onto the linoleum floor.

People in white lab coats rushed after
her, calling her name. Too late. Lilly pitched headlong, hitting
her head against the wall, clutching her gut, blood jetting from
her mouth. Black dots rose before her eyes. Moments later, darkness
waded in.


Chapter Two: A New
Power

Lilly dressed for her walk, following
the same route she’d taken daily since her release from the
hospital, ten weeks after Baby Miller’s death. The fall had gifted
her with a concussion. Her stomach ulcer had perforated and bled,
necessitating emergency surgery and a hiatus from work. At first
the headaches had been brutal. Her abdominal incision burned like
blazing charcoal in her gut and she could only walk as far as her
driveway. Now the headaches and incision pain were gone, and she
walked to the woods and back, covering over a mile. She’d go back
to work in another week.

Lilly made a mental note to thank Muni
and her other coworkers for informing Diane that they’d overheard
Lilly’s warning about her limited experience with the NICU’s
ventilator. Without their support, Lilly might have lost her job
and her license. Instead, Diane assured her that her job remained
intact, even after Miller’s mother filed a lawsuit.

But her fall left repercussions. Since
her fainting episode in the NICU, she became aware that she could
read people’s thoughts the same way someone might look through
photographs or listen to a conversation. When her husband, Wade,
demanded to know why, the doctors pointed to a CT scan image of her
brain. It revealed bruising around the Broca and Wernicke’s areas,
the portions that influenced speech and comprehension. Her husband
and the neurologist spoke in hushed tones—as if that would stop
Lilly from reading their thoughts.

What are you saying,
Doctor? Does she have a brain tumor?

No tumor, no lesions. Her
neurological changes may have disturbed parts of her brain that had
previously lain dormant. The changes are only transient.

At the hospital and later at home,
Wade stayed up nights pacing, when he thought Lilly was asleep.
Nightmares about her gift and the surgery troubled him, and he
feared legal complications from her mishap with Miller. Sometimes
he searched the Internet for information about potential lawyers,
just in case.

Lilly never forgot the day Miller’s
lawyers showed up at her bedside. Three of them sat, facing her
bed, questioning her about the mishap, her duties, and her
training. Wade was there, too—he seldom left her bedside unless he
had work or errands that couldn’t wait. He remained silent, in a
chair by the window, crossing and uncrossing his legs, then coming
over to Lilly’s bed to hold her hand.

Despite the painkillers, stabbing pain
ripped through her abdomen with any movement. Her head ached
terribly and the lawyer’s voices seemed to her like shouting. She
answered their questions between gritted teeth. After she
repositioned herself, the pain eased and she found herself
scrutinizing their minds. She made out distorted images of
Chadwick

After they left, she turned toward
Wade and smiled. “I’m not in any trouble, honey. The lawyers need
my story to confirm what other people said. They’re going after
Chadwick.”

Wade shook his head, trembling. “They
didn’t say anything about Chadwick.”

“No, but their thoughts about Chadwick
came through loud and clear.”

“If you have it right, this knack of
yours could save us a lot of worry.” Wade blotted his forehead with
a tissue. “What about your biopsy? Were you able to get any read as
to why your ulcer never got better?”

“No.”

Lilly averted her eyes, not caring to
admit that she’d sensed undercurrents of doom when she focused on
her doctors. Ulcers that didn’t heal could spell cancer, a disease
which had ravaged her mother’s lungs and blood cells before killing
her. The word “cancer” appeared in her mind as a sign painted in
bold red letters. Worst of all, the word floated in her surgeon’s
mind, ugly and as frightening as a grinning skull. During each
examination, she shuddered under the blankets, expecting the word
to roll off his tongue, making the possibility real.

At home, Lilly continued hearing
others’ thoughts. Like a beat of simple music, the central thought
formed the basis of more complex thoughts. They usually came to
Lilly in words or images. Her doctor’s “cancer thoughts” centered
around pictures of a shadow on her stomach X-rays. Wade’s “cancer
thoughts” flashed crimson with veins of pitch black.

Weeks later, the pathology report
failed to show malignancy, and the doctors declared Lilly fit to
work.

****

Wade, also a respiratory therapist,
was working at Cherrydale Hospital tonight, 15 miles from their
northeast Philadelphia home. He wasn’t thinking about Lilly’s
operation. He was thinking about … about … and then commotion
outside distracted her.

Lilly glanced out the window and
gasped. The setting March sun usually colored the sky lavender;
instead, rainbow lights flitted across her lawn and the surrounding
houses. After donning her quilted jacket, she rushed outside and
gazed skyward.

A circular object floated over the
treetops, beaming blue, orange, and red rays to the earth. Covered
with Gothic designs, it resembled a glittering Christmas ornament.
The lights faded, and a boom followed. Blue fire engulfed the
craft, and it fell from the sky. A deafening crash like shattering
glass and crumbling metal echoed through the woods.


Chapter Three: UFO Crash
Landing


The passengers on board must have sustained
serious injuries. Who can I call for help? Did any of the neighbors
hear the crash? In any case, the police
would ask for addresses and cross-streets and she couldn’t pinpoint
where the crash happened. I can’t call Wade; he has another hour to
go before he gives his end-of-shift report.

What makes you think you
can handle this yourself? With all your challenges – your thick
bifocals, poor night vision, dietary restrictions to accommodate
your reconstructed stomach - and now, this ability to pluck
thoughts from people’s minds. ...
So until tonight, Lilly avoided the woods and
anything else seemingly complicated, leaving those things for Wade
to handle.

Wade couldn’t help her this
time.

Concern for any passengers nagged at
Lilly, and she hurried back into the kitchen. She rooted through
her purse for a flashlight and her cellphone. Outside again,
squinting through her thick glasses, she gagged on the sulfuric
stink of smoke wafting from the woods. Her sneakers thudded on the
pavement; her light cast bright circles on the street. Vision
problems notwithstanding, Lilly hied to the woods. Someone was in
trouble.

In the woods, she coughed
her way through a maze of twisted oaks. She hacked and gagged on
the stink of sulfur; the smell was worse around the ship, which lay
between shattered aisles of trees it had destroyed in its descent.
Flames flickered from its open hatchway. The ship itself
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