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      Lizzy Ballard started down the street toward the rendezvous point, but after half a block she knew she wouldn’t make it. The trip down the stairs had started the flow of blood from her arm again. When she glanced down, she saw that a stain was spreading on the fine wool of the suit jacket she had taken, a vivid red in the sodium-vapor glare of the streetlights. She leaned against a building, trying to summon the strength to cover the next few yards. Through the haze of pain, she counted herself lucky that at this time of night the Center City Philadelphia street was deserted.

      Just then, two couples rounded the corner and began walking toward her. She tipped her head forward so that her shaggy purple-black bangs hung over her face. She looked around frantically for somewhere to hide, and realized that her view was limited not only by the bangs, but also by the narrowing tunnel of her vision.

      A few steps away, a narrow alley separated two of the skyscrapers, and she staggered into it. She pressed her back against the wall and tried to slow her breathing, then almost screamed when she heard a voice coming from the other side of the alley.

      “You okay, girl?”

      As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she saw that what she had thought was a carelessly discarded garbage bag was actually a person sitting against the wall.

      “Somebody after you?” asked the voice. It was soft, almost dreamy—she couldn’t even tell if it was a man or a woman.

      She nodded.

      “Well you sit right down here and wait till they go by. Nobody’s going to come in here looking for you,” said the voice. “You runnin’ away? You can hide in here.”

      “Run away and hit a pillow,” she mumbled.

      “What’s that, girl?” asked the voice.

      The alley tilted as a wave of dizziness washed over her, and she slid down the wall until she was seated opposite her advisor.

      “Run away and hide,” she rasped out in a hoarse whisper.

      “That’s right, girl,” the voice soothed. “Run away and hide.”

      The cold seeped into her from the frozen pavement. The rancid stink of the dumpster, which even the frigid temperatures couldn’t conquer, enveloped her. The raised voices and drunken laughter of the couples approached the alley, and she cowered into the shadows until they receded down the street. Trying to ignore the sizzling throb in her arm and fighting the narrowing circle of her sight, she worked her phone out of her pocket and painfully pressed out a text message.

      cant get to mtg place, come get me. She added her best approximation of her location.

      She leaned her head back against the wall and felt the sobs she had held back bubbling up, beyond her control.

      In a moment a response came back.

      i’ll be there as soon as i can are you ok?

      She tried to type a response, but her fingers loosened their grip and the phone fell to the ground. She slid to the side until she was resting against the filthy dumpster, and finally succumbed to the encroaching blackness.
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      Eighteen Years Earlier

      Patrick Ballard pushed open the door to the Sleeping Owl Saloon and was greeted by a wash of happy noise from the post-work crowd, many of them faculty or, like him, staff of William Penn University. He spotted Owen at their regular four-top at the back of the dining area and, giving a wave, made his way through the gathering throng at the bar.

      Patrick pulled off the jacket he was wearing against the chill of the autumn evening, draped it over the back of one of the chairs, and sat down. Owen already had a pint of Guinness.

      “Hey, man,” said Patrick, clapping Owen on the shoulder.

      “Careful, I’m delicate,” said Owen, waving to the waitress.

      Patrick snorted. Although Owen’s coloring might be called delicate—pale blue eyes in a pale pink face framed by a patchy reddish beard and mustache—his overall appearance was anything but. He was grossly overweight, with a height that almost, but not quite, matched his girth. Patrick had always wondered how anyone in the healthcare profession could look as unhealthy as Owen did. But he had always looked like that, as far back as freshman year at Penn, when Patrick and Owen would go out for pizza to commiserate about the vagaries of college life and college girls.

      Their regular waitress, Susie, came by the table. “Hey, Pat, what’ll it be tonight?”

      Patrick glanced at the chalkboard listing the beers on tap. “How’s the porter?”

      “A little dark for me, but the guys who like porter say it’s good.”

      “I’ll try that.” He turned to Owen. “Okay if we order now? I’m starving.”

      “I’m never one to postpone a meal,” said Owen agreeably.

      Susie ran through the specials and Patrick chose meatloaf. She jotted down the order and turned to Owen. “Cheesesteak?”

      “Yup. Light on the onions⁠—”

      “I know, light on the onions, heavy on the cheese.”

      “You got it,” he said, handing her his menu.

      She shook her head. “Creature of habit.”

      As she made her way toward the kitchen, Patrick said, “She’s right, you are a creature of habit. You should shock her someday. Order a salad.”

      Owen shuddered. “Shock to my system, more like.”

      “I remember at Penn you had scrambled eggs, bacon, toast, and coffee for breakfast every day for four years.”

      “Well that’s just not true. Sometimes I had a bagel instead of toast. With cream cheese.”

      “Right. You were a paragon of unpredictability.” Patrick looked around the bar. “We should try some other place for dinner. We’ve been coming to the Owl for—what—ten years? There are lots of other places around Penn we could try.”

      “Longer than that if you count when we were students. What’s wrong with the Sleeping Owl?”

      “Nothing, I’m just saying—there are other bars out there, you know.”

      The waitress appeared at his elbow with his beer. “I heard that, Pat.”

      “Susie, tell him he needs to branch out,” said Patrick.

      “I’m not telling anyone who tips as good as Owen McNally to try other bars,” she said tartly.

      Owen smiled at him beatifically and Patrick shook his head.

      They worked through their dinners, although Patrick’s attention was not really on the topics—his job in the IT department at Penn, Owen’s in its Department of Neurobiology, the latest trials and tribulations of the Eagles.

      When they were sitting with cups of coffee, plus pumpkin pie for Owen, Owen broached the topic that was on Patrick’s mind. “So, how’s Charlotte doing?”

      Patrick set aside his napkin. “Actually, I wanted to talk with you about Charlotte.”

      “Is everything all right?” Owen asked, his brows knitted.

      “Yes, generally … the thing is, we’ve been trying to get pregnant.”

      “Since you’re saying ‘trying,’ I take it congratulations are not yet in order?”

      Patrick sat back and slowly turned his empty glass on the table. “We’ve been trying for a while.” He shook his head and smiled. “Charlotte’s just born to be a mother. Her parents tell this story about taking her to see Santa when she was little and he asked her what she wanted for Christmas and she said, ‘A baby.’ And she didn’t mean a doll, either.” He glanced at Owen. “Charlotte had some tests done. It looks like her body isn’t quite as enthusiastic about a baby as she is. We’re thinking about trying some kind of fertility treatment.”

      Owen nodded. “Sure. But I wouldn’t think you’d need to be in a huge hurry. She’s younger than us—not even thirty, right? There’s plenty of time.”

      “I’d be willing to wait and see, but not Charlotte. She’s watching the days without a baby slip by, and it’s making her kind of crazy. When we got married, we figured we’d have two by now.”

      “Well, I can’t argue with that, I guess,” said Owen.

      “Do you have any suggestions for where we should go?”

      Owen thought for a moment, then said, “I was at a conference a year or so ago and heard a talk by this guy named Gerard Bonnay who heads up a company called Vivantem, based in Philly. He’s not a medical guy—as I recall, his wife runs that side of things—but he was very knowledgeable, and Vivantem has an impressive success rate. And Bonnay himself is a pretty impressive guy. He’s on the board of a couple of charitable organizations. Rumor has it that he’s laying the groundwork for a run for political office.”

      “Vivantem? I don’t think I’ve heard of them,” said Patrick.

      “It’s a boutique operation—not much publicity, most of their advertising is word of mouth.”

      “I’m not sure we can afford ‘boutique.’”

      “I understand they do sometimes make concessions in terms of cost in specific cases, especially if it’s a referral. I could give him a call.”

      “That would be fantastic, Owen, I’d really appreciate it.”

      “Sure, no problem, I’ll see what Bonnay says.” Owen took a sip of coffee. “Charlotte would be a wonderful mother. And you’d be a wonderful father.”

      “And you’ll be a wonderful godfather,” said Patrick with a grin.

      “Ah, now you’re just bribing me,” said Owen, finishing up his last bite of pie.
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      Two weeks later, Owen stepped out of the elevator into the Vivantem offices in Center City. The floor was marble and at the far end of the lobby was a wall of ocean-blue tile, over which slipped a stream of water. In front of the water, the company’s name was spelled out in brushed-nickel letters.

      Two doorways opened off the elevator lobby, each marked with a brushed-nickel sign—the one to the right reading Clients, the one to the left Offices. Owen turned left and stepped through a door set in a glass wall and into a waiting area guarded by a reception desk. Here the atmosphere was tailored corporate, the waiting area furnished with Lucite tables and some low, mid-century-style couches covered in black leather. Owen hoped that he wouldn’t be required to sit on one of them—or, worse, to get out of one of them. Behind the seating area, floor-to-ceiling windows looked out over Center City. A young woman with sleek, shoulder-length brown hair and a generic but well-tailored blue suit and white blouse sat behind the desk.

      “Dr. McNally?”

      “Yes.”

      She stood. “Thank you for coming by—Mr. Bonnay will just be a few minutes, but he asked me to show you to the conference room when you arrived.” She circled the reception desk. “May I take your coat?”

      Owen shrugged out of his gigantic overcoat and handed it over.

      She draped it over her arm. “Right this way.”

      He followed her down another marble-floored hallway. Owen heard the murmur of voices as he passed by a few offices, and caught a glimpse of a tastefully decorated break room, in which a man in a suit sat reading a magazine.

      When they reached a glass-walled conference room, the receptionist pulled open the door and stood aside to let him enter. “Would you like some water or coffee?”

      “No thank you, I’m fine,” said Owen.

      “Mr. Bonnay shouldn’t be long,” she said, and left the room.

      Owen crossed to the window and looked out on the dizzying view. Here on the fourteenth floor, he was looking down at the roofs of most of the surrounding buildings—historic brick structures squeezed between twentieth-century office buildings. He could see tiny pedestrians walking the ribbons of sidewalks, had an aerial view of gridlock forming and dissolving.

      True to the receptionist’s word, Gerard Bonnay arrived just a few minutes later.

      If the rumors about his political ambitions were true, then life’s casting director couldn’t have done a better job than Gerard Bonnay. He was tall but not towering, with shoulders that were just broad enough to allow for the perfect drape of his bespoke suit. The precise cut of his hair tamed its slight wave, but it was easy to picture the waves springing free at the helm of a sailboat off the Cape.

      He crossed to Owen and shook his hand. “Dr. McNally, good of you to come.” He waved Owen toward one of the conference room chairs and took the one next to it himself, placing a manila folder on the table in front of him. He crossed his legs and knit his fingers loosely in his lap.

      “It’s been quite a few months since the conference where we met,” said Gerard. “Where was that, Atlanta?”

      “San Diego,” said Owen.

      “Ah, yes, San Diego. Unless you have a chance to venture outside, you could be in any city in the world in those conference hotels.”

      “I enjoyed your talk very much,” said Owen. “You have a very sophisticated grasp of the scientific side of fertility treatment, considering, as I understand it, that you’re more involved in the business side.”

      “Yes, my wife is the scientist,” replied Gerard. “She doesn’t enjoy those conferences much, so she’s been happy to train me up to speak at those types of events—to be the public face of Vivantem.” He recrossed his legs. “And how about you? You’re at William Penn, correct?”

      “Yes, the Department of Neurobiology.”

      “And focused primarily on research, as I recall.”

      “Yes, I teach occasionally, but not this year.”

      “Which do you enjoy more—the teaching or the research?”

      Owen shrugged. “I love the students, but teaching is exhausting. Given the choice, I’d almost always pick holing up on my own with a paper.” He smiled. “I’m with your wife—the idea of being the public face of anything gives me the willies.”

      Gerard laughed. “The idea of holing up with a scientific paper gives me the willies.” He picked up the folder he had brought with him and flipped it open. “I’m very pleased that you considered sending the Ballards to Vivantem. Based on Mrs. Ballard’s medical records and questionnaire responses, they seem like excellent candidates.”

      Owen nodded. “Yes, I think they’re just what Vivantem would be looking for. Healthy. Intelligent. Well educated. Emotionally stable. Financially comfortable.”

      Gerard nodded. “Yes, of course. You know them well? Not just a professional involvement, correct?”

      Owen nodded. “I was an undergrad at Penn with Patrick Ballard, and I got to know Charlotte quite well when they were dating. I was the best man at their wedding.”

      “Did Mrs. Ballard ever speak with you about her ability to get pregnant? With you being a doctor, she might have asked you for advice. Or speculated about her ability to get pregnant.”

      Owen shook his head. “No, she never spoke to me about it. The first I knew about it was when Patrick mentioned to me that they were looking into fertility treatments. He asked me for some advice about finding a reputable clinic.”

      “And I appreciate you thinking of Vivantem,” said Gerard. After a moment he continued, “I’m considering doing a study of how a woman’s belief about her ability to get pregnant correlates to her success in doing so. Mrs. Ballard’s answers to some of the questions relating to emotional intelligence suggest that she’s sensitive to such things.” He raised his eyebrows questioningly.

      “I’m not sure what you mean,” said Owen. “What things?”

      Gerard shrugged. “Oh, you know, aware of her own condition—physically and emotionally.”

      Owen thought for a moment. “I’m not sure she’s any more or less self-aware of her physical state than anyone else, but from an emotional self-awareness point of view … yes, I’d say Charlotte Ballard is perhaps more emotionally self-aware than most.”

      “And aware of others’ thoughts or feelings? Do you feel she is more sensitive in that way?”

      Owen knit his brow. “I’m sorry, I really don’t understand what you’re getting at.”

      Gerard sat back in his chair. “In addition to possibly studying women’s belief in their own ability to get pregnant, I believe a valuable companion study could be done on the ability of certain women to sense that in other women. You know how there are sometimes women who can predict which of their friends will and won’t get pregnant. Or can even guess the gender of the child with a higher rate of accuracy than luck would explain.”

      “Uh, yes …” said Owen uncertainly.

      “Or,” continued Gerard, “who can guess the gender of the child when only the parents know but haven’t told anyone else.”

      Owen laughed. “Are you asking me if Charlotte Ballard is telepathic?”

      Gerard also laughed, and waved his hand. “No, of course not. I’m still honing the questions I’d like to address in this potential study, but I believe that some people have a special talent for this type of thing, a special talent for perceiving what others are thinking. The answers Mrs. Ballard gave on the questionnaire suggested she might be one of those people.”

      Owen considered. Eventually he said, “I do recall a few situations where Charlotte might have exhibited that kind of talent. When I bought my house, I picked up the Ballards and told them I was taking them somewhere special. Right away, Charlotte said, ‘Owen, did you buy a house?’ And once when the three of us were at a party, Charlotte said that she thought that two of the guests were having an affair. Sure enough, a year later they were divorced from their original spouses and married to each other. But who’s to say what’s behind that kind of skill. Maybe it’s just a matter of being more sensitive to the clues that people unintentionally give off that telegraph their knowledge or their intentions.”

      “Yes, of course, that is likely it,” said Gerard. He flipped the folder closed. “Well, in any case, the Ballards seem like excellent candidates. I’ll contact them to discuss the options. Will you be involved in those discussions as their medical advisor?”

      Owen held up his hands. “Oh, no, not directly. I’m sure if they have any questions they think I can help with, they’ll contact me, but you can have any further discussions with them directly.”

      “Very good,” said Gerard, and stood.

      Owen hoisted himself out of his chair. “I appreciate you being willing to take the Ballards on as patients.”

      “My pleasure, Dr. McNally, and I appreciate the referral. Thank you for stopping by to answer my questions.”

      Gerard led Owen down the hallway toward the reception desk. The receptionist saw them coming and disappeared behind a partition, emerging a moment later with Owen’s coat. She appeared ready to help Owen with it, but Owen, anticipating an awkward tussle based on the discrepancy in their heights, smiled and took it from her.

      “Thank you.” He turned back to Gerard and gestured toward the offices. “Do you have your lab here?”

      “Yes, in this building but on a different floor. We have a higher level of security there than for the offices.”

      “Large staff?”

      “No, actually quite small. My wife does most of the research herself, has just a few research assistants. And, of course, the staff who manages the actual fertility treatments.”

      “Well, you’re certainly doing impressive work,” said Owen.

      They shook hands and Owen stepped through the door to the lobby, disappearing a moment later into one of the elevators.
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      When the elevator doors had closed behind Owen McNally, Gerard turned to the receptionist.

      “Is Dr. Mortensen in the lab?”

      “Yes, I think so,” she replied.

      Gerard went through the lobby to the service stairway. He went down one flight, then pressed a security code into the keypad by the door and stepped through into a deserted, featureless white hallway. He went to the first door and keyed in another code.

      The room was a lab, the white here punctuated by the glint of stainless steel and the glow of computer screens. At one of the tables sat a slender woman in her early forties, auburn hair tucked behind ears decorated with pearl studs, a gray dress of fine wool protected by a spotless white lab coat. She turned from the microscope where she was working, her capable-looking fingers—free of jewelry except for a plain gold wedding band—still resting on the adjustment knob.

      “How did it go?” she asked without preamble.

      “It seems very promising. I’m to work with Mr. and Mrs. Ballard directly.”

      The woman nodded briskly. “That’s good, but if you can stay in touch with McNally, it would be a good way of keeping track of what’s happening with the Ballard child.”

      “Yes, I’m sure I can arrange that,” said Gerard.

      The woman gestured toward a computer next to her. “I think I’ve figured out what went wrong with the last one.”

      Gerard crossed to the computer and glanced at the screen. “We can’t have that happen again. The lawyers were able to deal with that as a one-off, but⁠—”

      “It won’t happen again,” she interrupted. “I feel quite confident in this new approach.”

      “And it’s ready to test?”

      “Yes, and the Ballard baby will be the perfect subject.”
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      “Happy birthday dear Lizzy, Happy birthday to you!”

      Patrick and Charlotte Ballard and Charlotte’s sister Marilyn, who was visiting from Vermont, wrapped up the chorus, to the wide-eyed surprise of the Ballards’ daughter. In front of Lizzy, but out of her inquisitive reach, was a miniature banana muffin with one candle on it.

      “You guys help her blow out the candle,” said Marilyn, readying the camera.

      Charlotte and Patrick moved to flank Lizzy, Charlotte straightening the birthday hat that Lizzy kept knocking askew. Patrick bent toward the muffin and puffed his cheeks out dramatically, prompting a laugh from Lizzy.

      Marilyn laughed too. “Perfect.” She snapped the picture.

      Patrick and Charlotte blew out the candle and Lizzy giggled with delight.

      After the birthday muffin and the present opening—a Paddington Bear that Charlotte had cajoled a London-based college friend into obtaining for her from Paddington Station—they retired to the living room. Patrick sat on the floor with Lizzy, entertaining her with a monologue delivered by Paddington in an atrocious British accent: “I’m not a criminal, I’m a bear! Things are always happening to me, I’m that sort of bear!”

      Outside the windows of their Paoli home, a light New Year’s Day snow fell. A year before, Lizzy had narrowly missed being the subject of the traditional article in the Daily Local about the first baby of the year in Chester County. The Christmas tree was still up and lit, the remains of the Ballards’ Christmas celebration still scattered around the living room.

      Marilyn flopped onto the couch. Charlotte perched on the edge with a cup of coffee and opened the hefty photo album on the coffee table.

      “Should we put her birthday pictures in her first-year album or her second-year album?” she asked, turning the pages idly.

      “Well, her birth pictures are in the first-year album,” said Patrick, “so I suppose her first birthday pictures should go in the next one.” He danced Paddington in front of Lizzy, who was starting to fall asleep.

      “That makes sense,” said Charlotte. She turned to the first few pages of the album. “Look, I even have pictures from when I was pregnant in this one.”

      Marilyn looked over. “I can’t believe you started wearing maternity clothes when you were still so skinny,” she said. “It looks like you’re wearing a tent.”

      “But look how cute that dress was,” said Charlotte. “That was my favorite.”

      “Very cute,” said Patrick agreeably.

      “Here’s one from the baby shower,” said Charlotte. “How did we get all that stuff home?”

      “I think I took some in my car,” said Marilyn.

      “That was sweet that you came down for the shower,” said Charlotte.

      She continued to page through the album.

      There was the first picture in which Charlotte had caught Lizzy smiling. Charlotte had started playing the piano again after Lizzy was born, something she hadn’t done regularly for years. She would prop Lizzy on the couch and play Brahms or some of the lighter Beethoven pieces, and she caught the first smile that wasn’t likely due to gas when she glanced back in the middle of “Moonlight Sonata.” She was able to snap a picture of the tail end of the smile before Lizzy spit up some milk and required a change of clothing.

      There was Lizzy on a blanket in the backyard on a beautiful spring day, the tulips that Charlotte had planted the year before providing a colorful backdrop.

      Their backyard again, this time during the neighborhood’s yearly “progressive picnic,” the two little girls from next door flanking Lizzy in her red, white, and blue dress.

      Early fall, when they had spent the week at Patrick’s parents’ cabin in the Poconos, Lizzy caught in the act of cramming a leaf into her mouth.

      And the photo from just a few weeks ago, when Patrick had set up his camera on a tripod in the living room and captured their holiday picture—Patrick self-conscious, Charlotte beaming, Lizzy perplexed by a voluminous red and green plaid dress with red velvet trim and an enormous poof of petticoated skirt.

      “Oh, look at this one!” Charlotte exclaimed periodically, turning the album toward Patrick or Marilyn.

      They spent most of the day lazing around the house, with the exception of an hour when Marilyn took Lizzy out for a drive. “So your parents can have some grown-up time together,” she said, rolling her eyes.

      For dinner, Charlotte made pork, sauerkraut, and mashed potatoes. After Lizzy was tucked in, they opened the bottle of champagne that Patrick had bought for New Year’s Eve, but that had remained unopened when Patrick and Charlotte had said sheepishly that they couldn’t stay awake until midnight. Marilyn went out to one of the Paoli bars to celebrate the ball drop.

      As Patrick handed around the glasses, Charlotte asked, “Do I get to make a wish?”

      “I thought New Year’s was for resolutions,” said Marilyn.

      “Okay,” said Charlotte, “then I’m going to make a resolution.” She raised her glass. “I resolve to do everything I can to make the coming year just as wonderful as the last year has been, thanks to you guys. And to Lizzy.”

      “Hear hear,” said Patrick.

      “Sounds good to me,” said Marilyn.

      Charlotte Ballard’s resolution held for a time—for four years, in fact. But then Lizzy’s accident happened, and Charlotte’s headaches began.
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      Charlotte was wrestling with a cake recipe one of the neighbors had given her, five-year-old Lizzy playing in the corner of the kitchen. Lizzy was hosting a picnic for her stuffed animals, a picnic for which Charlotte had provided a bowl of applesauce at Lizzy’s request. Eventually Charlotte realized that Lizzy’s hummed version of “Beyond the Sea”—which Charlotte had heard so much that it had eventually receded into white noise—had quieted.

      “Whatcha up to, chicken?” Charlotte asked.

      “Giving facials.”

      Charlotte turned. “What?”

      “Facials.”

      Charlotte put down the spoon and crossed to the play area.

      Lizzy had lined up her animals on their backs, and was applying applesauce to their faces with a spoon. A fair amount of applesauce had made its way onto the floor.

      “What in the world⁠—”

      “They’re having facials.”

      “How do you know about facials?”

      “TV.”

      “Lizzy,” said Charlotte, exasperated, “you’re making a mess.” She went to the cupboard under the sink to get a rag. “Why don’t you go sit in the den and wait for dad to come home while I clean that up.” Lizzy picked up a fuzzy stuffed airplane and began making buzzing noises, wending her way circuitously from the kitchen to the living room.

      The cupboard under the sink had become a jumbled mess. Charlotte sighed. She should really do a major straightening of all the kitchen cupboards. She’d put it on her list. She knew she had put a stack of rags in there after doing laundry that weekend. She moved aside some disinfectant wipes, a spray can of Lysol, and a tangle of loose plastic grocery bags and had just spied the rags when she heard a shriek behind her.

      She whirled around on her knees to see Lizzy lying by the refrigerator, her hands over her mouth, blood smeared down her chin.

      Charlotte scrambled to her feet and rushed to her side. Lizzy reached her arms up to Charlotte, revealing a split in her lip. With her hands no longer covering the wound, the smear of blood turned into a stream.

      “Oh my God,” gasped Charlotte. She snatched up Lizzy and ran to the powder room. She grabbed a hand towel off a stack of clean ones and tried to press it to Lizzy’s mouth. Lizzy screamed, and Charlotte felt a stab of pain behind her eyes—a sensation she had first begun to experience a few months before, and had been experiencing more and more frequently.

      She ran back to the kitchen, to the chair where her purse was. She propped the screaming Lizzy on her hip, and wrapped her arm around her in an attempt to hold her in place and keep the towel on her mouth. She dumped the contents of the purse onto the kitchen table, snatched up her cell phone, and pressed 911, her thumb leaving bloody prints on the buttons.

      “911. What’s your emergency?”

      “My daughter hurt herself. I think she fell. She cut her mouth. It’s bleeding a lot.”

      “What is your name and address?”

      Charlotte was giving the dispatcher the information when she heard the muffled rumble of the garage door, and a moment later Patrick burst into the kitchen. Alerted to the emergency by Lizzy’s screams, his face was white and his eyes wide.

      “What happened?”

      The dispatcher said, “An ambulance should be there in just a few minutes, ma’am. I’ll stay on the line with you until they get there.”

      “Okay,” said Charlotte. She held the phone away from her mouth. “I don’t know what happened,” she quavered. “She was lying over there.” She gestured toward the refrigerator.

      Patrick glanced over and noticed a smudge of blood on the corner of the refrigerator door. “Did she run into the fridge?”

      “She must have.”

      Patrick tried to convince Charlotte to let him drive them to the hospital, and she had almost capitulated when they heard the siren. Patrick ran to the front door to let in the EMTs—an older man and a younger woman, who introduced themselves as Ken and Janel.

      “I’m Patrick Ballard. My daughter Lizzy fell and hit her mouth on the refrigerator. At least we think that’s what happened.” He led them to the kitchen.

      Charlotte sat on one of the kitchen chairs with Lizzy in her lap, the bloody towel in her other hand, her face pale and drawn. Lizzy’s shrieks had tapered off into whimpers and the bleeding had almost stopped, but the sight of the two strangers in uniforms set her off again, and the bleeding started afresh.

      Ken went to kneel by Lizzy. “Lizzy, what happened? Did the fridge get in your way?” He opened his bag and took out a few squares of gauze. “Could I put this on you, Lizzy? It will make the bleeding stop.”

      “No!” wailed Lizzy, sending a fresh stream of blood down her chin and onto her shirt, lending a gory aspect to the scene of dancing turtles that decorated it.

      Ken winced and shook his head, then turned back to Lizzy. “It would make you look like Santa Claus,” he said. “Here, I’ll show you.” He put two squares of gauze over his own upper lip and taped them in place. “What do you think?”

      Lizzy’s crying trailed off. She pointed to Ken’s chin.

      “Beard too.”

      “Ah, you’re right!” said Ken, and taped a few squares of gauze to his chin. “Better?”

      Lizzy sniffled and nodded.

      “Can I put a beard and mustache on you?” asked Ken.

      After a long moment, Lizzy said uncertainly, “Okay.”

      Ken took a bottle of saline out of his bag. “Can I squirt a little of this on your mouth to clean it off?”

      Lizzy looked doubtful. “You first.”

      Ken squirted some of the water onto the gauze patches on his face, then raised his eyebrows. “Okay?”

      Lizzy nodded. She let Ken clean the cut with only a small whimper, and let him tape the gauze to her upper lip.

      “Beard too,” she mumbled through the gauze.

      “Right,” said Ken, and lightly taped a gauze square to Lizzy’s chin.

      Ken stood up. “Now we’re on a mission, Lizzy. We’re going to take you to let an expert check you out and make sure everything’s okay, all right?”

      Lizzy was patting the gauze on her chin. “Can I see?”

      Charlotte stood, holding Lizzy. “Yes, chicken, we’ll go to the bathroom to look in the mirror, and then we’ll go on our mission, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      Charlotte turned to Patrick. “Pat, would you put my stuff back into my purse? I dumped it out when I called 911.”

      “Sure.” Patrick started sweeping the contents, including a jumbo container of aspirin, off the table and back into the purse. Charlotte went into the powder room with Lizzy so she could see her new beard and mustache, while Ken removed the gauze squares from his own face and packed up his bag.

      “Wow, you handled that great,” said Patrick. “Thanks so much.”

      “She seems like a brave little girl,” said Janel.

      “Where do you want to go—Chester County?” asked Ken.

      “Yes, that’s fine,” said Patrick.

      Charlotte and Lizzy emerged from the powder room, Lizzy still patting the gauze on her chin. Charlotte maneuvered so that Patrick could hook the purse over her shoulder.

      “Why don’t I ride in back with Mrs. Ballard and Lizzy,” said Ken. “Mr. Ballard, if you’re feeling okay, you can follow in your car so that you have a way to get home afterwards. How does that sound?”

      “That sounds fine,” said Patrick.

      “Everything’s under control, so slow and steady wins the race, right, Lizzy?” Ken asked Lizzy, who nodded.

      When they stepped outside, Lizzy’s attention transferred from the gauze on her chin to the ambulance parked at the curb. Their neighbors on both sides were standing on the sidewalk, looking concerned. Patrick hurriedly assured them that everything was all right, and declined their offers of a ride to the hospital.

      Ken and Charlotte got Lizzy settled in the back of the ambulance while Patrick got his car from the garage, then Janel began a sedate drive to Chester County Hospital.

      Charlotte opened her bag and got out the aspirin bottle. “I don’t suppose you have any water back here?” she asked Ken.

      Ken reached into his bag and pulled out a bottle and passed it to Charlotte.

      “Thanks.” Charlotte shook four tablets into her hand and swallowed them down with the water.

      “Are you okay?” asked Ken.

      “Just a headache.”

      Ken nodded toward the bottle. “You go through a lot of those?”

      “Yeah, I do,” said Charlotte with a weak smile.

      Ken rubbed his forehead. “I think I’m going to be hitting my own supply once we get you guys situated.”

      Lizzy, who had returned her attention to her gauze beard, began humming a wobbly rendition of “Here Comes Santa Claus.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      Lizzy came home with four stitches in her lip. Rather than being traumatized by her temporary disfigurement, as Charlotte feared she would be, Lizzy took a gleeful delight in sneaking up behind her playmates and scaring them with her “Frankenstein face.”

      “You know that little boy, Dylan, at school?” Patrick asked Charlotte over martinis one evening a few days after the accident. “Lizzy evidently literally scared the crap out of him.”

      Charlotte’s jaw dropped. “No!”

      “Yup!” Patrick chuckled.

      Charlotte swatted his arm. “It’s not funny, Pat!” But she was doing a bad job of hiding her own smile. “I’ll talk to her.”

      In the weeks after the accident, Charlotte tried to resist the urge to hover protectively over her daughter, but it was hard not to succumb to the desire to snatch her immediately out of any situation that posed the least threat. Lizzy might reach for a gardening tool that a month ago she had been allowed to play with, but that Charlotte now removed from her curious hands. Lizzy would protest, and Charlotte would get that now-familiar stab of pain behind her eye, as if her daughter’s unhappiness was being poured, like some caustic liquid, into her brain.

      One day, when the stab had been replaced with the more usual dull throb that no amount of aspirin seemed to lessen, Charlotte decided that if she was going to feel bad anyway, she might as well feel bad doing something pleasant rather than hanging around the house. She took Lizzy to the market where they bought some groceries for dinner, and picked up some cut flowers.

      When they returned home, she got Lizzy settled at the kitchen table.

      “I’m just going downstairs to get a vase for the flowers, can you sit right there until I get back?”

      “Uh huh,” said Lizzy, examining the plastic-swathed bouquet.

      Charlotte flipped the basement light switch and stepped onto the first step. She felt a twinge of pain just behind her forehead, and closed her eyes for a moment, gripping the handrail. When she opened her eyes, the stairway was a dark tunnel, with just a glimmer of light at the bottom. She reached around the door and flipped the switch again, but rather than illuminating the stairway, the result was total darkness. She flipped the switch back on.

      “What, Mom?” asked Lizzy.

      Charlotte laughed unsteadily. “I thought I had forgotten to turn on the light. It’s on now.” But the stairway still looked unusually dark.

      She took another step, and again the darkness at the edges of her vision crept toward the center. She shook her head, but the only result was a throb of pain.

      She continued down, one hand on the railing, the other on the stairway wall, when suddenly her foot found air instead of stair and she was flailing for balance. The momentum of her fall wrenched her hand off the railing. She banged to a rude stop on the concrete floor.

      “Mommy?” called Lizzy, her voice squeaky with panic.

      “I’m okay, baby,” Charlotte called back. She got shakily to her feet.

      Lizzy appeared at the top of the stairs. “What happened?” she asked, her eyes wide.

      “I just tripped on the stairs.”

      “You okay?”

      “Yes, I’m okay.” Charlotte checked herself for damage. It was true that there didn’t seem to be anything seriously wrong.

      “You fell?”

      “Yes, just a little ways.”

      “Why, Mom? Headache?”

      Charlotte was embarrassed that she complained enough to her daughter about her headaches that it was the first explanation Lizzy went to as to why her mother would have tripped on the stairs.

      “Maybe. But I should have been paying more attention. That’s why it’s important always to hold the handrail, chicken.”

      “Did you hold the handrail, Mom?”

      “Yes, but evidently not as tight as I should have,” she said.

      Charlotte retrieved the vase and made her way carefully back up the stairs.

      As she and Lizzy arranged the flowers in the vase, a pack of frozen peas rubber-banded to a wrenched wrist that had only made itself known once the adrenaline of the fall had worn off, she realized that the fall hadn’t been caused by the distraction of a headache—she had just lost track of where her left foot was. And she began to realize with a growing unease that the fall, although the most dramatic, was just one of a number of incidents she had experienced lately. She sometimes got a tingling in her left hand, and one day when she was driving, she had almost run into another car when switching lanes, the car lost in a blankness that had replaced her peripheral vision. After a steady improvement in her piano-playing skills over the previous years, she suddenly fumbled fingerings she could have played effortlessly a month before.

      She made an appointment with Dr. Pitts, convincing herself that it would be a relief to find out what the real, benign cause of her symptoms was, and asked a neighbor to babysit Lizzy. She came home with a prescription for a CT scan, and spent a miserable few days debating whether or not to tell Patrick. She longed to hear him echo her position that it couldn’t be serious—everyone got headaches—but if it really was nothing, then she would have worried him for no reason.

      But the day of the scan, she could tell from the grim look on the technician’s face that it wasn’t nothing. She told Patrick that evening, in a flood of tears, about the continuing headaches, the fall, the loss of range of vision. Patrick went with her for her return visit to see Dr. Pitts and find out the results of the CT scan, while Lizzy went to a neighbor’s house for a play date.

      Dr. Pitts ushered them into his office and gestured them to a table with three chairs. He took the one in front of which lay a thin manila folder with Charlotte’s name on it.

      He sat, then took off his glasses and put them to one side. “I’m afraid I have bad news for you. It appears that you have been having some strokes, Mrs. Ballard,” he said. “Many small strokes … and a couple not so small.” He leaned back in his chair and flipped on the light of a wall-mounted view box.

      “This is Mrs. Ballard’s scan. The areas where bleeds have occurred appear white.” He pointed with a pen to a scattering of kernel-sized spots. “These are lacunar infarctions, or lacunar strokes, occurring in the right side of the brain. The positioning explains the motor impairment and other symptoms you describe experiencing on your left side.” He pointed to a larger white area. “This indicates a hemorrhagic stroke. This is more likely the cause of your headaches and the reduction in your field of vision.” He put down the pen and turned to them. “It’s extremely unusual to see both of these kinds of strokes in one person, especially when, as with you, Mrs. Ballard, there’s no family history or other causes that would lead to a predisposition for stroke.”

      Charlotte raised her right hand to cover her eyes. Patrick tried to speak and failed. He cleared his throat. “Is there anything we can do?”

      Dr. Pitts shook his head. “I’m afraid not. You’ll need to make some arrangements as time goes on. This condition is not going to get better, and I can’t tell you how quickly it will get worse. I’m afraid I can’t tell you how long you have, Mrs. Ballard.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      Gerard Bonnay and Owen McNally sat over the remains of their lunches in a restaurant near the Vivantem offices. Gerard had suggested the get-togethers, which his assistant arranged quarterly, and he suspected that Owen McNally was a bit flattered by the attention; he always came well prepared with information about some topic related to Vivantem and its services. Gerard usually had the lunches scheduled at a sushi restaurant, since he liked sushi but had few other opportunities to eat it since it was not a favorite of his wife. He suspected sushi would not have been Owen’s first choice, either—the modest portions could hardly fill that enormous stomach.

      Gerard leaned back and patted his lips with his napkin as the server cleared away the delicate plates and bowls. “And how about the Ballards? How is little Lizzy doing?”

      “Lizzy's doing fine,” replied Owen.

      “And her parents?” asked Gerard.

      “Patrick Ballard is fine,” said Owen. “Charlotte Ballard is having some health issues.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that," said Gerard, setting aside his napkin. "What seems to be the problem?”

      “She’s been having headaches and then began having some restriction of her field of vision, some motor impairment.”

      “Any idea what the cause is?”

      Owen hesitated.

      “I have great respect for discretion in medical matters,” said Gerard, “but Mrs. Ballard was a patient of Vivantem. Perhaps there’s something we can do to help.”

      “I don’t think there’s anything Vivantem can do,” said Owen, “but at this point we’re grasping at straws. Any help is appreciated.” He set his own napkin aside. “She got a CT scan and it showed a number of strokes, which is surprising considering her age. I did wonder if there was any possibility of a connection with the fertility treatments, but as far as I can see, none of the medications she was given has any history of causing those sorts of symptoms.”

      Gerard nodded gravely and waved off the server’s offer of dessert, catching a shadow of disappointment as it crossed Owen’s face. “No, certainly not. No family history of strokes?”

      “No.”

      “If Mrs. Ballard feels she would like to consult with Dr. Mortensen about her symptoms, or about any treatments her doctors might suggest, I’m sure that my wife would be happy to provide additional information,” said Gerard. “Is Mrs. Ballard getting to the point where her activities are curtailed?

      “Well, she’s stopped driving. I understand that during the week a neighbor sometimes takes her to the grocery store and to run errands, and on the weekends and evenings her husband is with her. Otherwise, she’s generally able to manage, but obviously the concern is what happens if her condition deteriorates. I’m afraid they may need to get some help dealing with Lizzy.”

      Gerard nodded gravely. “If I might make a suggestion?”

      “Of course.”

      “Unless Mrs. Ballard becomes physically incapacitated. Or mentally impaired …” He raised his eyebrows and Owen shook his head. “… it may be best to allow her to continue caring for the child, and look for someone who can help with other things—housework, grocery shopping, that kind of thing.”

      “That would certainly be helpful,” said Owen. He sighed. “I know they have some concerns about being able to afford help.”

      “From a practical point of view,” replied Gerard, “someone who’s providing housekeeping services is going to be less expensive than someone who’s providing child care. But more importantly, it’s beneficial for Mrs. Ballard to maintain a relationship with her daughter throughout this formative period of Lizzy’s life. Especially if her condition continues to deteriorate.”

      Owen nodded dejectedly.

      Gerard sat back. “I think I may have a lead for you. Before I get your hopes up, let me make a couple of calls to make sure the person I have in mind is still available.”

      “That would be great,” said Owen, surprised. “I appreciate it.”

      They settled up the tab and stepped out of the restaurant onto the bustling Center City sidewalk. A black sedan idled at the curb.

      “Can I give you a ride to your car?” asked Gerard.

      “Oh, no, thank you.” Owen patted his stomach. “It will hardly make a difference, but I might as well get a little bit of exercise.”

      “Very well. I’ll be in touch.”

      As the car glided away, Gerard turned to look out the back window just in time to see Owen disappear into a hoagie shop next to the sushi restaurant. He shook his head with a chuckle.

      He pulled out his phone and dialed his wife’s number.

      “Yes?” came her usual brusque greeting.

      “I had an interesting lunch with Owen McNally,” he said.

      “I find that hard to believe,” said Louise.

      “There are developments with the Ballards,” said Gerard.

      “Oh?”

      “Mrs. Ballard has evidently been suffering strokes. Many strokes.”

      “Strokes?”

      “Yes.”

      “Damn it.” After a moment, she asked hopefully, “Family history?”

      “No.”

      “Damn it,” she repeated.

      “It’s not what we were aiming for, but that doesn’t mean it might not be useful.”

      There was a long pause. He could almost see the considerations ticking through her brain, like a calculating machine.

      “Yes,” she said eventually. “Not as strategically useful as telepathy, but perhaps tactically useful as a weapon.”

      “An untraceable weapon,” added Gerard.

      “True,” she agreed. “So, what now?”

      “I’d say we sit back and see how things develop. And I have an idea for how we can keep an eye on the Ballards.” He described his plan to Louise.

      “Yes, that sounds good,” she said. There was silence on the line for some time. When she spoke again, he could tell from her voice that she was smiling one of her rare smiles. “It had been so long with no sign of the results we were looking for, or even something close, I’d begun to think the experiment was a failure. Even if it’s not telepathy, it’s still very interesting. Very promising.”

      “Absolutely,” said Gerard. “Well done, sweetheart.”
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      On a Saturday morning a few days later, Gerard Bonnay sat in a conference room at Vivantem with three folders in front of him. Of the candidates who had applied for the job, he had selected three to interview. The first, as he had suspected might be the case, had been too young and flighty. The second, who on paper had appeared more promising than the first, turned out to be sullen and unintelligent. They had both proven unsuited to his specific needs, although for the sake of appearance he had run through a standard set of housekeeping-related questions with them. He was most interested in the final candidate.

      He flipped open the third folder in the stack. Ruby DiMano.

      “George, please bring in the third candidate,” he said to the man who stood by the door. George nodded and slipped out of the room. He returned a moment later, holding the door for a middle-aged woman.

      “Miss DiMano? Please come in,” said Gerard.

      She stepped into the room and George closed the door behind her. Gerard gestured her to one of the chairs, then took the seat across the table from her. He sat back and examined her over steepled fingers.

      She had wary eyes in a narrow face. Her form was hidden beneath a shapeless dress that must have been new a decade ago, but he could tell she was thin from her corded neck and skinny wrists. She held her purse in front of her like a shield, her fingers gripping its top, the bones raised ridges on the backs of her hands.

      “So, you’re interested in a housekeeper position?” he asked.

      “Yes sir.”

      Gerard flipped open a manila folder on the table in front of him. “I appreciate you sending over your letters of reference. Very impressive.”

      “Thank you.”

      “And why are you looking for a new job?”

      “I need to be making more money than my current employers are able to pay.”

      “And why are you looking for more money?”

      Ruby DiMano hesitated. “Personal reasons.”

      Gerard nodded. “Well, there’s certainly nothing wrong with wanting to earn more if you have the qualifications to do so. And it certainly looks like you do.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I see that you’ve helped care for your brother-in-law, who is paralyzed.”

      “Yes. My sister—his wife—does most of it, but I’ve helped out.”

      “And have acted as a companion for an elderly woman.”

      “Yes sir.”

      “You helped her with daily tasks? Helped her dress and so on?”

      “Yes sir.”

      Gerard turned over a few pages in the folder.

      “Your experience with your elderly employer and your brother-in-law would come in handy in this job. The lady of the house isn’t elderly, but has some disability as a result of a few minor strokes she’s suffered.”

      “Yes sir.”

      “And you’ve worked in households with small children, which would also be a plus.”

      “Yes sir.”

      A woman of few words. Gerard was liking her better and better.

      “I have to tell you that this family is of somewhat modest circumstances, so the housekeeper salary would be paid partially by them and partially by me.”

      “If that’s the arrangement you have with the family, that’s no business of mine,” she said.

      “Ah, but they are proud people and I’d prefer that they not know that I am supplementing your pay.”

      “Oh.” She hesitated. “Well, I suppose that’s your business, sir.”

      “Quite,” said Gerard agreeably. He flipped to another page in the folder.

      “So, Miss DiMano, you live alone?”

      “Yes sir.”

      “But are close to your nephew, am I correct?”

      Ruby DiMano’s eyebrows rose fractionally. “Yes.”

      “Angelo Celucci.”

      Ruby leaned forward slightly, trying to see what was on the paper in Gerard’s folder. Gerard let the first sheets fall back in place. She sat back.

      “What do you know about Angelo?” she asked, her eyes narrowing.

      Gerard flipped the folder closed. “I know he has encountered some financial difficulties.”

      “What kind of job are you interviewing for, anyway? I came here to interview for a housekeeper job.”

      “Yes, and I would like you to have that job.”

      “And this somehow involves Angelo?”

      Gerard nodded. “I understand that he owes money to some unpleasant people.”

      “How do you know about that?” she asked sharply.

      “I have my sources. I also understand that he has experienced some unpleasantness as a result of this debt.”

      After a long pause, during which her eyes never left his face, she said, “They broke his thumbs. He’s a mechanic—was a mechanic—and now he can’t do the one thing he could have done to earn back the money they want.”

      Gerard shuddered. “A horrible situation. And one I’m sure you would want to resolve if possible.”

      After another long pause, Ruby said, “Only thirty-five thousand dollars is going to resolve that situation.”

      “Good heavens,” said Gerard mildly. “That much?”

      “He gambles. He knows he shouldn’t, but he can’t help himself. But he’s a good boy other than the gambling.”

      Gerard leaned forward. “Miss DiMano, I think that you and I can help each other out.”

      After a moment, she said, “How do you figure that?”

      He sat back. “I could give you the thirty-five thousand dollars your nephew needs to stop having his bones broken.”

      Her eyebrows rose slightly but, Gerard was gratified to see, there was no other change in her expression. Yes, this was promising.

      When he didn’t say more, she asked, “And why would you do that?”

      “I have reason to want to know what’s going on with the family’s little girl. And with her mother. That’s it, just information. Nothing illegal.”

      “I’m pretty sure there’s a law against spying on people.”

      “‘Spying’ sounds so unpleasant. This would just be an arrangement between the two of us. I will secure you the position with this family and give you thirty-five
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